
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	Sinner’s Redemption

	Syndicate of Sinners Book Three

	 

	Bianca Borell

	 

	Copyright 2023 Bianca Borell

	All Rights Reserved

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Any references to real events, real people, and real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, organizations or places is entirely coincidental.

	All rights are reserved. This book is intended for the purchaser of this e-book ONLY. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author. All songs, song titles, and lyrics contained in this book are the property of the respective songwriters and copyright holders.

	 

	Disclaimer: The material in this book contains graphic language and sexual content and is intended for mature audiences, ages 18 and older.

	 

	ISBN:  978-3-9824854-7-8

	 

	Editing by Heather Anne, Rebecca Fairest Reviews, Missy Borucki

	Proofreading by Michele Ficht

	Book design by The Cover Fling

	Cover design by The Cover Fling

	 

	Cover Image Copyright 2023

	First Edition Published 2023

	All Rights Reserved

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	This book is a dark romance. It includes triggers such as graphic violence, explicit sexual scenes, murder, and other mature situations.

	 

	Sinner’s Redemption is a full-length, interconnected standalone.

	 


Dedication
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	To those who are shackled by guilt. To live means to make mistakes. I wish you all the strength it takes to accept, heal, and move on. 

	.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Oh, love isn’t there to make us happy. I believe it exists to show us how much we can endure.”

	 – Hermann Hesse
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Chapter 1
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	Seven Years Ago

	 

	Why do you want to be a doctor? 

	How do you put into words something you can’t even describe? It’s a calling mixed with the sheer knowledge that you’re meant to do something. It’s instinct layered with passion.

	I shut the laptop and trudge toward the window seat. Sitting down, I lean back. Looking through the clear glass, the land stretches endlessly as birds chase the sun on the horizon, and the lake reflects the boundless sky. 

	Why do you want to be a doctor? 

	I hate this question because I’m not sure how to answer it in order to show that I will fit into their accelerated program. Would knowing that from the moment my parents put a toy medical kit under the Christmas tree, I’ve wanted to become a doctor help my chances? Or the fact that I only exist to become a surgeon? Some children like to be told bedtime stories about princesses or superheroes. Not me. I wanted to know how the body functions and all the complex processes happening to maintain life. But there’s more to my story, and it has to do with my father, whose name alone stirs ominous thoughts in my head, mimicking the slowly forming storm clouds outside. 

	Don’t go there, Alessandra. 

	I tilt my head to the door where Teresa, my former nanny and now the head of the household, steps inside, and I sigh. 

	“Alessandra, just type. It will come.”

	“What if I don’t get accepted?”

	Her amber eyes crinkle with amusement. She approaches me, wrapping her slender arm around my shoulder.

	“Bet you’ll get in as their first choice. I doubt anyone else applying will have the same extensive list of achievements as you.”

	I interlace my fingers on my lap. “Yes, but they want to know me, as if one answer could cover it.”

	“Everyone who gets to know you will end up loving you.”

	I lift my chin to her, shrugging. She takes my hand. “Come, breakfast is ready, and your father and Stephanie are home as well.”

	A heavy feeling drops in the pit of my stomach—conflict over whether I want to see my father splits me in half between loving him and resenting what he does. I’m pretty sure it’s not normal to feel this way about your own father. I push myself up and drag my long brown hair into a messy bun. 

	Our steps echo down the wide and long corridor as we pass by rooms with nothing but dust-covered furniture. Fine paintings hang on the wall, but they don’t breathe life into a place mostly inhabited by staff.

	At the deep timbre of my father’s voice, I take in a breath as our eyes lock. 

	“Tesoro,” he says, opening his arms, and I embrace him. He holds me tightly. 

	My stepmother Stephanie, a blond beauty, rounds the corner. “I’ve missed you.” She takes me in a hug as well.

	It’s on the tip of my tongue to say, Then be home more. 

	“The table is set,” Teresa hurriedly explains. 

	We walk inside the expansive dining room. Antique Italian chairs and a golden mirror on the neutral wall add a touch of glamour. Immense arched windows offer a spectacular view of the garden outside. A crystal chandelier drips from the ceiling, and a vase overflowing with flowers sets in the middle of the long table—a refined décor just like in the rest of the house. My father sits at the head of the mahogany table with Stephanie and me to his left and right. 

	I take a few spoons of oatmeal, nuts, and blueberries. 

	“You should eat more, Tesoro,” my father says, peering into the bowl.

	“This is all my body requires.”

	“A doctor should stay healthy.”

	“I am.”

	“I hear you have a new volunteer position.”

	A blush taints my cheeks. “You know I need extracurricular activities for my college application.” 

	“The sins of the father aren’t for the daughter to fix.”

	His words suck the air from the room. It’s a taboo subject in our household. We all know who my father is and what he does, while we all pretend we’re an average family. Stephanie places a hand on his.

	“Fabian.”

	God forbid we talk about the shadow looming over the table, the fact that my father is a cartel leader.

	“Alessandra needs friends her own age and maybe a boyfriend,” Stephanie says with an exasperated sigh.

	My father’s brows draw together. “Alessandra doesn’t need a boyfriend.”

	“Yes, she does.” My stepmother eyes him, a sound of desperation pinching her voice.

	“I’m fine,” I say, trying to ease the tension.

	“But you should go out, have fun, and do stupid things. You will have all the time in the world to be an adult.”

	At Stephanie’s passionate and emphatic discourse, Teresa says, “She doesn’t need a boy. She has herself.”

	“And this house and her studies, everything but a normal life.”

	“Stephanie, enough.” My father waves his hand dismissively.

	She shakes her head at my father and Teresa. Her reaction comes from a good place, but I hate being put in the spotlight. I offer a small smile. She’s only ten years older than me, and even though, officially, she is my stepmother, we’re more friends. She’s worried, and ever since she started fertility treatments, she tips from one extreme to the other.

	I place the napkin on the table. “I’m done.”

	“But we haven’t finished eating.” Stephanie’s pleading expression tightens my heart.

	“I have to study.”

	“Fabian, say something.”

	His eyes fill with love. “My daughter will be the world’s top surgeon.”

	“I will.”

	The corners of his lips arch up in a proud smile. I go up the stairs and dive right back into my classes. Being homeschooled has its advantages. There are no distractions.

	One hour chases the other. It’s late when I crane my stiff neck, massaging the throbbing spot. Looking out the window, I see a shooting star. “I wish you were here, Mom.” 

	Wishful thinking. 

	The empty place her absence has left in my heart is filled with sorrow, remorse, and guilt. Grief is strange. Days pass, and you’re okay with time having dimmed even the memories, but there are moments when it crashes into you, twisting your heart to the point of thinking it’s impossible to survive the loss. From faint pulsing to acute throbbing, it’s a perpetual cycle I don’t believe I’ll ever step out of.

	My door opens, footsteps approaching, and I dab the tears away. My father drags me into his arms, and I sniffle.

	“I miss her.”

	“I miss her too. Your mother was the love of my life, and more than that, she was the woman who put me in my place.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“It was not your fault.” 

	It was.

	 

	***

	 

	The next morning, I shower, pull on a pair of jeans, tuck a white shirt in my waistband, and tie my sneakers. After I style my hair into a ponytail, I rush down the stairs. Inside the kitchen, Teresa serves Stephanie tea, and the bags under my stepmother’s eyes reveal she had another sleepless night. She places the cup of tea on the marble island, massaging her temples while I dig into the sandwich Teresa offers me.

	“I hope the in vitro fertilization works out this time.”

	“Me too.” She places a hand on her lower belly, and I hug her.

	“Infertility is hard.”

	I’ve studied everything about infertility, the biological and psychological aspects. Sympathy fills me. It must be a thousand times harder for someone who wants to become a mother but whose body won’t grant her wish.

	“I wish you’d go into this area rather than trauma surgery.”

	“You’re in the hands of the best doctors.” I peck her cheek and go outside toward the black, bulky SUV, where Parker, my bodyguard, who is also my driver, greets me.

	“Good morning, Parker.”

	He closes the door. Excitement bubbles inside me. It’s always exhilarating to help those in need.

	We leave the long driveway and turn right, driving through the forest. It hits me like so many times before, the discrepancy between my life and the lives of everyone else. I live in a mansion with bedrooms filled with ghosts of the past. But money doesn’t buy the most important things: more days, happiness, love. 

	It’s as if we’re the only house in the neighborhood because a few miles separate our place and the next one. Growing up, I thought this was how everyone else lived until my mother made me look closer and I shed my rose-colored glasses. 

	After a thirty-minute drive, Golden Retirement, the nursing home, stands proudly in washed orange bricks. I like everything about older people. They are funny and witty, and they tell the best stories, including all the gossip.

	After security lets me in, I stop at the registration desk, and the woman smiles, her mouth painted pink.  

	“Welcome, honey. I’ve heard all about you. I’m Patty.”

	“Hello, Miss Patty. I’m Alessandra.”

	“Yes, yes, come on. Let me give you a tour.”

	We leave the reception area and take the stairs to the second floor.

	“The second and the third floors are for our residents. It’s divided into four wings, each with fifteen residents. And each wing has a day and night team of two doctors and five nurses.” Pride laces her words.

	Doors line the walls, and the smell of age and disinfectant is heavy in the air. 

	After the tour ends, I meet three nurses.

	“We can always use more hands.”

	“I’m here to help.”

	She stops in the middle of the floor, eyebrows raised with curiosity. “You’re the youngest volunteer we’ve ever had. Most young people have other priorities.”

	“I love helping.”

	I spend the rest of the day getting settled in and following the two doctors, Robert and Donna, around.

	“We monitor the residents daily. Even though we don’t have many emergencies here, you never know,” Donna says as I watch her take the vitals while she talks to the resident.

	“You’re doing fine, Miss Prime.”

	“I will outlive you, my dear, with my luck,” the older woman responds with a warm smile.

	Miss Prime turns her gaze to me.

	“My, my, and who are you, beautiful thing?”

	“I am Alessandra, the new volunteer.” 

	“I had only boys in my head at your age. Those were good days.”

	I like her already, and Donna smiles at her affectionately.

	As we leave, Donna glances at me. “We make daily checks to create a foundation built on trust.”

	I like how things are in this facility. I’ve read of the poor treatment and harsh conditions the elderly face in other nursing homes, and it breaks my heart. But everyone seems to be in good health and spirits here, and the medical team is involved. There is this stereotype that doctors position themselves higher on the medical ladder, but this is not true at Golden Retirement. It’s respect and teamwork in every interaction between doctors and nurses.

	“So, have you decided on a major?”

	“Yes, a college as well, and I will be a trauma surgeon.”

	“Determined, aren’t we?”

	Her pager buzzes, and she disappears down the hallway. Left alone on the second floor, I look around me. A fit of coughing shifts my attention to a door. I peek inside the room and see an elderly woman on the bed, clutching a napkin.

	“Are you all right?” I ask.

	“Could you pass me a glass of water, please?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	I rush to her side and pour her some water, urging her to take small sips.

	“Better.”

	“I hate summer. I always catch a cold.” 

	I look at the medication on her table, noting it’s for diabetes and heart problems. She sighs and gestures toward the armchair next to her bed. Taking a seat, I fidget with my fingers.

	“I haven’t seen you around. I’m Margaret.”

	“Alessandra. I’m new.” 

	“How old are you, dear?”

	“Eighteen.”

	“You’re a beautiful girl.”

	“Thank you.”

	“So, what is a young thing like you doing surrounded by death?”

	My eyebrows furrow. Surely it has to be meant as a joke, but she waves me off. “I am too old to give a damn about what sounds nice. I tell it like it is. That’s the only thing good about getting older.”

	I finish sharing with Margaret my life plan when the door creaks open, and a frail woman limps inside.

	“Good, you’re still alive.”

	“I told you I’m leaving this place only after you, Anne.”

	“Keep dreaming. I just got my hip replaced.”

	“I have a pacemaker.”

	“So?”

	They keep bickering, and the other woman watches me. “She’s new.”

	“Her name is Alessandra, and she wants to become a doctor.”

	“How old is she?”

	Surely, they know I am right here, right? 

	“Eighteen.”

	“At that age, I had other things on my mind.”

	They share a secretive smile, and I move to leave.

	“No, stay, play a card game with us. I always beat her.”

	“That’s not true.”

	“When was the last time you won?” The other woman is deep in thought, and Margaret goes on, “See, you don’t even remember.”

	“Must be my Alzheimer’s.”

	“You don’t have Alzheimer’s.”

	“Could be.”

	We move to the table set in the corner. I laugh so much during our UNO game my stomach aches. 

	Standing up, I reach the door when Margaret says, “My grandson will visit me tomorrow. If he doesn’t change your opinion about living it up a bit, then I am too old to know better.”

	“You’re too old, period, but he’s a fine-looking young man,” Anne says.

	“Stop drooling over my boy with those dentures.”

	She bites down on them, and I close the door with a smile. This is how Gillian, one of the other nurses, finds me.

	“You met my mother. Margaret is something else.”

	Shifting on my feet, I say, “She’s lovely.”

	Gillian oozes motherly care, making me feel welcome and safe in her presence. We walk toward the terrace, and from here, you can see the forest stretching and a bit of the city. She takes a few sips from her coffee, her warm brown eyes filling with memories.

	“I knew your mother.”

	I blink, my heart beating erratically as her words play on repeat. A nostalgic smile curves her lips.

	“We were friends in high school.”

	I blink some more, complete shock muting me.

	“But then I went to college, and she got married. I’m sorry for your loss.”

	“Thank you.”

	“You took after her in the helping department.”

	Her voice cracks with all the things she doesn’t say, and it hits me that she knows about my father. Who doesn’t? Ugh.

	“You have his eyes, his hair. He does a lot for this city.” But what she doesn’t say rings louder. He is causing most of the illness in the city.

	“Have you met my father?”

	“A few times over the years.”

	With that, she turns on her heel and leaves me wallowing in my thoughts.

	When my shift ends, Stephanie calls out my name as soon as I return home, and I follow her voice to the pool area. She’s lying on a lounger and tips her glasses up on her forehead when she sees me approaching.

	“How was it?”

	“Everyone was so welcoming, and I had so much fun interacting with the residents.”

	She scrunches her nose at me. “Only you could consider that fun.” She pats the lounge next to her. “Come, sit a while with me.”

	“I should probably finish up my classwork.”

	“Alessandra . . .”

	It’s in the pause I know she’ll say something that always makes me jittery.

	“I want what’s best for you and, most of all, for your dreams to come true, but life is a heck more chaotic, even with all our plans. Do you think I ever expected to fall in love with someone who is not only twenty years older but lives the life he does?”

	“My father . . .”

	“Is not a bad man, even though he does bad things.”

	I stare at her flawless skin and elegant features. Her beauty is something unparalleled, something for my father to show off. It’s a status symbol, and for her, it’s a life she wants to live.

	“I want nothing to do with any of this.”

	I scramble to my feet and rush up the stairs. Opening my laptop, I type in a frenzy.

	Why do I want to become a doctor? Well, to save. To save my mother from the bullet that tore through her heart. To save that child who knew loss too soon. To save me from the illusion that I am a regular girl and not the daughter of one of the most dangerous men who has graced this earth. And maybe it’s my desperation to be seen as more than who my father is that pushes me to go into overdrive and not because of the goodness of my heart. Is this good enough for you? I want to become a savior, to wash away the fact that my blood is tainted by murder, by drugs.

	Taking calming breaths, I delete the entire paragraph and start over. Only after I press send, do I shut my laptop and change for bed. 

	My name is Alessandra Alvarez, and I will be the world’s most renowned trauma surgeon.

	 


Chapter 2
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	In front of the porch, I clean my sport bike—a sleek black and gray Ducati Multistrada I got a massive deal on when I bought it used—while the sun and humidity make a wet mess of my shirt. Miami, Florida, is not the place to hide from the sun but to embrace it. My best friend strides from his home to mine. Fist bumping, we greet each other with a side hug, and his thick eyebrows draw together.

	“What’s up with the pensive look?” I drag a hand down my face, something inside twisting me up.

	“Nothing.” 

	But while he drones on, my mind focuses on the fact it happened again. It being my mom talking to someone over the phone in a hushed tone, my name being whispered too many times to count. So I kept eavesdropping on my mother’s refusal whenever my father said it was my right to know.

	Ron flicks his thumb and forefinger in my face, huffing. “Hey, dude, you’re not even listening.”

	“What?”

	“I was telling you about this party and that Olivia would be there too. You know she has the hots for you.”

	“Yeah, whatever. I’ll be there.”

	“Someone’s in a good mood.”

	I ignore his blatant sarcasm. But I’m soon forgotten when his phone goes off. He types, a lazy smile meaning only one thing—it’s a girl.

	“I can’t stay long tonight.”

	“Visiting Granny tomorrow?”

	My mood improves just thinking about her. I hate that we had to bring her to the nursing home, but she needs better care than we can afford in this house; plus, my younger siblings are way too loud and energetic. She needs quiet and peace, and this house, with my twin brothers and little sister, is like a banshee screaming contest until they fall asleep. Still, I wouldn’t want it any other way.

	My six-year-old brothers bolt through the entryway, pushing each other and fighting all the way to me while I raise an eyebrow at them.

	“It’s my turn to babysit them.”

	“Good luck.”

	Ron grins and walks to his house across the street while I cuss under my breath. Best friend, my ass.

	“I hope you didn’t wake Ellie.”

	“No.” But they exchange their creepy twin look, and two seconds later, Ellie cries the entire neighborhood down.

	I put my finger in their faces, staring them down. “Don’t even think about touching my bike.”

	They gulp, and I walk inside the house. I am sure they will have forgotten about my threat by the time I feed Ellie and change her diaper. Like I do when I scoop my two-year-old baby sister up, and she cups my face, hugging me. I love the twins, but I would walk through fire for this girl.

	After I feed her, I take her outside where my bike is dropped on its side, and the twins try to lift it.

	“Mason, Maxim.” I raise my voice threaded with exasperation.

	They snap their heads toward me, and they should go into acting, with the way their eyes fill with crocodile tears.

	“We didn’t even touch it.”

	“Right, we didn’t. It just fell.”

	I place my baby sister in the sandbox while I inspect the damage.

	Scratches, a dent, a few hours’ work in my father’s shop.

	“Get lost.”

	They scamper away, and I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You’re grounded.”

	“No, please.”

	I almost retract my punishment because of their pouty faces and arms raised in prayer, but I stay strong. 

	The rest of the afternoon passes more smoothly. My mom is the first to arrive home, wearing her scrubs, a Cherokee dot top with her name tag, Gillian, and dark blue pants.

	She kisses my cheek, and it always warms my heart. I thought she would change after the twins and Ellie, but no, I am still the one she greets first. The one time I built up the courage to ask her why, she said, “You were my first love. Nothing will change that.” 

	She avoids looking at me, and that nagging feeling persists. She’s keeping a secret from me, one that involves me.

	“Did they behave?” she asks, clearing her throat.

	She coos at Ellie, and I say, “I grounded them.”

	The tension eases a bit, and she elbows me playfully. “Yes, like the last time. How long did you last?”

	She’s laughing at me. “Hey, they’re your kids.”

	“If you are as soft with yours . . .”

	A shudder skitters down my spine. “Mom . . .”

	She raises a brow at me, sending me a warning look. “And I will cut it off if you don’t wrap it up. I’m way too young to become a grandmother.”

	A chuckle escapes my lips. “I don’t even have a girlfriend.”

	“As if you need one for that to happen. Just be safe.”

	“You should tell that to yourself. Four kids, Mom. Where’s the good example in that?”

	She places Ellie down and runs toward the water hose, attacking me with it. Drenched and laughing so hard, I drop on my ass.

	She cups her ear. “What was that? I’m the best mother. You love me, and what I say goes?”

	I drag my hand down my soaked face. “Always, Mom. Always.”

	My dad parks his truck in front of the garage. She cuts off the water, and he arches a brow.

	“Do I want to know?”

	She puts her hands on her hips and shakes her head. “Mark, honey, our son thinks we can’t keep our hands off each other.”

	“Ugh, no, please, don’t go there.” I make fake gagging noises.

	Dad tips his cap with spots of oil. “A healthy sexual relationship is important, son. Happy wife, satisfied man, and vice versa.”

	“Okay, you’ve done it again. I’m going to throw up now.”

	Their laughter follows me to my room, where I discard my wet jeans and shirt. I take a shower and change to go out.

	Downstairs, my mom sets the table, while my dad carries Ellie, with the twins shackled around his legs.

	She says a quick prayer, and we dig in right after we say, “Amen.”

	“How’s Granny?”

	“Missing you.”

	“I’ll go visit her tomorrow.”

	“I should warn you, she’s set her sights on a new volunteer.”

	The meat sticks in my throat, and my father pats me on the back while I double over with laughter.

	“She can’t leave it alone, can she?”

	“You’re lucky the options are limited there.”

	I chuckle. “Dad, I’ll open the shop tomorrow.” 

	“What did they do this time?” He fixes his stare on the twins.

	“Nothing,” both of the twins say, their eyes pleading.

	“One week without candy.”

	“But, Dad, it was an accident, and Hayden already grounded us.”

	He glares at them, and they drop their shoulders, remaining quiet for the rest of the meal.

	I help my mom clear the table, and after I lace my sneakers, she accompanies me to the door.

	“Be safe and have fun.”

	I kiss the top of her head and grin. “Always.”

	I hop on my bike, and she rushes to me. With her hands clasped together over her chest, she sighs, almost fearfully. “About tomorrow . . .”

	“Mom?” Ever since she’s returned from work, there’s been a frown plastered between her eyebrows.

	“Stay away from her.”

	“Huh? From whom?”

	“Never mind.”

	She walks back to the house with slumped shoulders. I put my helmet on and speed away, my bike purring under me. Nothing compares to this addictive feeling of freedom.

	When I reach my buddy’s house, the party is in full swing, loud music pouring from the stereo system. Ron carries two bottles of beer, sauntering toward me.

	I bump my fists with James and Santiago, and we plop on the couch. Olivia’s eyes are on me as she dances, hips swaying in a seductive rhythm that does nothing for me.

	“You should tap that,” James says, and I watch her as she bites down on her lip and waves at me.

	“Man, I wish I could get as much pussy as you do without trying.” Santiago whistles low. 

	I take a sip of beer. I haven’t been with a girl in a while. Maybe that’s why I’m so tense all the time. But with all that fake connection, nothing but sex gets boring too. Fuck, what is wrong with me?

	My best friend smirks at Santiago. “Yeah, keep dreaming.”

	“Fuck you.”

	Too much noise and the same scenery. I’m fucking bored out of my mind. I push myself up, saluting them on my way out. Outside, I crane my neck. The stars pepper the sky, the humidity coaxing a line of sweat to form on my neck. I leave my barely touched beer, sling my leg over my bike, and drive for a while.

	When I return home, the lights are still on when I step inside. My parents are in another hushed argument in the kitchen.

	“What are you keeping from me?” I imagine the worst—one of them is deathly sick, we could lose the house, or we can’t pay off the mortgage.

	“Son—”

	“Mark, please.”

	My mom’s posture turns pleading, and she forces her lips into a smile.

	“Have fun?”

	“Yes, so what is it?”

	“Nothing, my angel.” She walks past me. “I’m sure it’s horrible to say this, but I love you the most. I chose you. I knew you’d be my boy the moment I saw you.”

	I keep staring at her, completely dumbfounded, and she smiles. “Forget it. I must be tired.”

	She leaves, and I follow my dad into the garage, dropping my ass on the hood of his car.

	“Mom is acting weird.”

	He freezes with a screwdriver in his hand before he places it in the toolbox.

	“Dad.”

	“Nothing to worry about, adult stuff.”

	“I am an adult.”

	“Not adult enough.” He stares at his watch with big eyes teeming with fear that fills me with concern. “Go to sleep.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	I push the words out through a closed throat and take the stairs with dread pulling my muscles taut. I undress to my boxers and get in bed. I toss and turn, all types of scenarios stealing my sleep. 

	 

	***

	 

	After a long morning at the shop, I head to the nursing home.

	I park, greet the security guard, and rush inside to Miss Patty, who taps her pen on her lips, swooning all over me.

	“Hello, handsome.”

	“Miss Patty, beautiful as always.”

	She makes a bending hand gesture. “Oh, you cheeky boy.”

	“How is she?”

	“I’m sure Margaret is waiting for you. You know where she is.”

	I pass the bank of elevators and climb the stairs. In front of her door, my chest constricts. I’m returning to college in the fall and will miss visiting her, my friends, and my parents. 

	I open the door and smile at her reading in her bed. It’s a small but comfy studio apartment with a big window overlooking a park for the residents. I have never seen someone read as much as my granny. She is so immersed in the book she doesn’t even acknowledge me.

	“Granny.”

	She places the book on her lap, and her entire face radiates. Her eyes shine brightly, so full of love, and I swallow the lump of guilt. I should visit her more often.

	“Hayden.” 

	My name rolls out of her mouth with undiluted affection and memories from my childhood play in front of me—loving, happy memories of baking cookies and playing outside. And now she lies around most of the time, her fragile body unable to sustain the bubble of energy that is her.

	I wrap my arms around her frail frame, and she says, “Have you lost weight?”

	“No, I’ve gained more muscle.”

	She examines every inch of me as I flex my biceps, and I ask, “What are you reading?”

	“The new volunteer, Alessandra, gave me one of her biology books. I don’t even understand half of it. That girl is something.”

	“Granny.” My voice lowers, and mischief is written all over her face as I take a seat in the ottoman armchair next to her bed.

	“You’d make such a sweet couple. You’re both good kids . . .”

	With my curiosity piqued, I rest my cheek on my palm, and she continues, “She must like you first, but what’s not to like?”

	I burst into laughter. “What about me not liking her?”

	“If that happens, I have lost my eyesight as well.”

	“Okay, okay. I’m sure it’ll be love at first sight.” 

	“Hayden, don’t make fun of me.”

	I help her out of bed, and she goes into the small kitchen, returning with a batch of sugar cookies.

	I take a massive bite of one, the rich combination of butter and sugar flooding my senses. “Your cookies are the best. Come on, Granny, what’s the secret ingredient?”

	“Love . . . and . . .”

	I lean over, all ears, when the door opens. My mom steps inside, and I groan playfully.

	“Mom, she was just about to tell me her secret ingredient.”

	She puts her hand on her hip, feigning indignation.

	“Mom, I’m your daughter.”

	“And if I hadn’t pushed you out of me, I would have doubted you’re my daughter with your cooking skills.”

	I chuckle, and my mom shakes her head at Granny. “We have to run some tests. It won’t take long.”

	“I’ll wait on the terrace.” 

	I push the door to the terrace open, expecting to see some nurses or doctors on a break. Instead, I come to a full stop, blinking. Shiny, rich brown hair waves in the breeze. I blink again. For a second, I doubt the image in front of me is real, as if my mind has conjured it, some kind of angelic appearance, an ethereal beauty. My heart beats two beats at once, clashing and thundering, so loud it splits my ears. I am convinced she must hear the frantic pumping. I lean on the wall, not understanding this visceral reaction. 

	She sits on the ground cross-legged, turning a page with an elegant, dainty finger, while she sucks on her lower lip, brows pulled together in concentration, the tip of her button nose wiggling. She tilts her head, revealing a slender neck, her skin faintly kissed by the sun. I let out a long breath, and her head whips toward me, vivid blue eyes, catching all the light, pierce straight into my chest.

	Our eyes lock, and it’s like nothing mattered until now, how I lived, who I was. This girl is my future. I know it as if it’s encoded in my genetics. 

	She gulps, inhaling a sharp breath, turning me into a man who just found out he’s a believer. And this girl is my new faith, my permanent religion.

	One second, one hour, who cares? We hold each other’s gaze as if we need the silence to come to terms with how, from now on, it’s about more than us individually—it’s us together.

	She blinks at me, tilting her head to the side as if to memorize me, decipher me. My heart yearns to yell, I’m all yours. An open book. Read me, devour me, just never put me on a bookshelf, discarded and forgotten, catching dust.
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	On my break, I open my biology book and start reading about DNA and genetic inheritance. Donna said practice is as important, and even though I follow her, and she even allows me to do EKGs on my own, I need to know everything to be prepared for anything. 

	Shaking my thoughts away, I flick another page, when from the corner of my eye, I see dirty sneakers. They must have been white at some point, but it’s as if dust and oil painted them themselves. My eyes trail up to jeans, covering long legs, powerful thighs, and a trim waist. Behind the black V-neck shirt, there’s a shadow revealing a six-pack as well as strong arms, a wide chest, a muscular neck, and a full mouth. I gasp, but the image is like a puzzle, and I have to put the pieces together so the image reveals itself. A sharp jaw and contoured, high cheekbones lead to intense blue eyes with a golden hue—mesmerizing. A click later, and it’s as if he snatched my attention, my heart, myself to him. My book drops from my lap, and I am unsure what to do. I can’t peel my gaze away from him. 

	His lips curve up in a heart-stopping smile.

	I open my mouth to introduce myself, but no sound comes out. He runs a hand through his thick, brown hair, and pushes himself off the wall. He moves in my direction when the door opens, and Gillian interrupts, shattering the moment.

	“All done.”

	I glance at my watch and look at her, confused. My break ends in five minutes.

	“Oh, you are here as well.” Gillian narrows her eyes on us. She drags the boy away while he waves at me. 

	I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, shaking off the curious moment, and place my book in the small backpack.

	My hands are trembling, and I feel hot. I lift a hand to my cheek, then my forehead. There is no way I can have a cold out of the blue. I don’t have any other symptoms, so why do I feel like this?

	Inside, laughter comes from Margaret’s door. I knock and step inside. With a big smile, she says, “My dear, meet my grandson.”

	My cheeks burn once again, and he stands up. My eyes follow his chest to that mouth curved into a grin.

	“I’m Hayden.”

	Come on, you can do this.

	“Alessandra.” My voice stutters, and he holds out his hand. He takes mine in his, grazing his thumb over my palm. My heart might burst through my chest, which is impossible. I pull my hand from his, suddenly all clammy, and pin him with a stare like he’s guilty of affecting my composure, my brain’s biochemistry. It’s a chemical compound that seems to have exploded, leaving me helpless to change it.

	He bites his lower lip, and all I can think about is how his lips would feel pressed against mine. Would he make this fever drop? Would it heat me up even more? Forcing myself from these unfamiliar thoughts, I slip back on my professional smile.

	“How are we today?” I approach Margaret while she looks from me to him, a conspiratorial, secretive smile stretching her lips.

	I check her pulse three times, as I can’t stay focused when worry snakes down her face.

	“Is everything all right?” she asks.

	“Could you get out, please?” I whip my head to him, the golden hue in his blue eyes gleaming, and he smirks. That does something to me that I would love to do something about. Kiss him, shake him off. Ugh.

	“Why? Am I distracting you?”

	I huff and grab his hand. Shots of electricity zip up my arm straight to my chest. With a force that is beyond scientific knowledge, I push him outside the door.

	“Stay here.” He slips his hands into his pockets. I am about to shut the door in his face when he sneaks his feet between the frame and leans into me.

	“Only if you say I’m right.”

	His lips part in a grin, revealing pearly white teeth, and I shut the door. My mind calms down, but my hand still trembles when I take Margaret’s wrist. I thought it could never happen to me, that understanding biology and the concept of attraction would spare me the silliness of hormones overpowering my brain.

	After I take her pulse and inform her it is normal, Margaret says, “You know the doctor came this morning already.”

	My cheeks heat and I shift on my feet.

	“He’s a good boy.”

	“Who?” Medical heaven, or even hell, swallow me whole. The embarrassment is too much to bear.

	She pats my hand. “Hayden seems quite taken with you as well.”

	Saved by whatever entity, he peeks inside. “Granny still alive?”

	I roll my eyes at him, struggling not to smile.

	“Hayden,” she says his name with deep affection. I never had that, and longing grips my chest. I watch them interact for a while. She laughs the entire time, and I find myself drawn to this boy who emanates love and strength and is so full of life.

	“I should leave you be.”

	“Or you could stay,” Hayden says so low, it’s more of a rasp. There’s an implication in these four words I cannot comprehend.

	“I need to do my rounds.”

	And with that, I skitter out of the room, unfocused and dazed, and crash into Gillian. 

	“I’m so sorry.”

	She nods tensely, stepping inside, leaving me wondering why the coldness.

	The rest of the day passes in a rush. Older people are chatty and opinionated about their health, and one of their favorite activities is reading medicine instruction leaflets. 

	At the end of the shift, I step outside the nursing home, walk the six steps down, and inhale the fresh air.

	“Alessandra.”

	That smooth, deep voice compels me to seek him out. He’s leaning on a sleek motorcycle, looking dangerously hot. 

	Swallowing the lump of attraction, I point to the black-tinted SUV at the entrance waiting for me, and he furrows his brows.

	“You’re that type of girl.”

	What does that even mean? But it bothers me on a deeper level. My insides knot in a twist.

	“Did you wait for me?”

	“Never mind.”

	He hops on his motorcycle and speeds away while Parker stares at the bike until it disappears.

	“Did he bother you?”

	“No, he’s just the grandson of a patient.”

	Parker opens the door, and I climb in, resting my cheek on the window. Hayden’s words echo through me until, instead of getting used to them, they get a new volume, blaring with the truth. He put a label on me already, and he doesn’t even know who my father is. It’s better like this anyway.

	“We’re here.”

	The emptiness of this big house drags me down with each echoing step. Families should have a home, a cozy, quaint place, not a palace where you never see each other. What’s the point in showing your success if the inner life between these walls needs a complete makeover?

	My tutors come one after the other, and it’s nine o’clock when I peer outside the window at the big moon illuminating the lake. I change into a swimsuit and go outside. I do a few laps in the lake and put my towel on the grass, basking in the moonlight with thoughts of him consuming my mind.
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	I am such an idiot. I pace around my room, so out of my comfort zone, but what I do next is not under my control. Something drives me to go to her, even after discovering who she is. It’s easy. Her father is one of the richest men in the country and a drug lord. His name is spoken in fear in Miami. I didn’t even know Fabian Alvarez had a daughter or that she is the most beautiful girl I have ever seen.

	“Hayden is in love,” one twin chimes at my goofy smile, only for the other to join as well. 

	“Hey, I’m warning you two.” I point a finger at them, but they rush from my room, screaming as they fly more than run down the stairs. They still haven’t figured it out. They’re humans and not Superman or, in their case, not a skateboard. 

	I feel the tips of my ears redden as I enter the kitchen, and the two make kissing noises. 

	Taking the baby from my mom’s arms, I coo at her and place her in her baby chair. I sit down, and my father elbows me, winking.

	“Not you too, Dad.”

	My mom puts rice, steamed vegetables, and spiced chicken on the table. The delicious smell of a homemade meal swirls around, increasing my appetite as I dig right in. Her expression is torn as she eyes me, worry etched on her features.

	“Do you know this girl?” my father asks my mom.

	“Alessandra’s a good girl. Her father isn’t.”

	My father scrunches his nose. “Who is he?”

	“Alvarez.”

	The fork clatters on the plate, and he picks it up in his big hands with furrowed brows.

	“You taught me not to judge anyone, to never allow biases and prejudices to cloud my own opinion about a person.”

	They exchange glances. My mom touches my arm. “Just be careful, okay?”

	Some call Alvarez a don, a cartel boss ruling over Florida. Others define him as a hard businessman in construction. The narrative about him is shrouded in rumors and hushed warnings. 

	But even if all was true, his daughter is all sunshine and beautiful. Her goodness shines in her eyes, that soul so determined to help. 

	And I acted like a complete jerk.

	It was pretty intimidating when I saw she had her own driver. I let my mouth work before my brain. If I have any chance, I’ll have to make it up to her. I have never been this taken with a girl. My foot bounces on the floor, and I swallow my food, deciding that I will go see her tonight and apologize.

	After dinner, my dad retires to the living room, reclining on the couch, a beer in his hand, while the twins smash their toy cars together and my mom tries to put the little one to sleep.

	“I’m out.”

	My mom smiles at me. “Be safe. I’m proud of the young man you have become.”

	“Love you, Mom.”

	“I will always love you.” Despite the warmth in her words, there’s a sad look in her eyes that twists my heart.

	Tomorrow, the secrecy ends. I’m determined to find out what is bothering her, but tonight, I am going to see Alessandra. It wasn’t hard to get her address from Patty after I promise I only have good intentions with Alessandra. And being a sucker for romance, she gave it to me.

	Leaving my side of town behind, I speed toward her home, rows of trees whizzing by. Coming to a stop, I stare at the bulky wrought-iron gate built in walls so thick, nothing could penetrate them. One security guard stands at the entrance, four roaming around the perimeter. I drive around to the back entrance, holding a respectable distance. The guards seem to be lazier, laughing at their phones. This is the dumbest idea I’ve ever had, but I need to know. Was it just a spark that will fizzle out or my future?

	I park behind a tree, the night and the forest’s shadow providing a good cover. I would like to think I’m athletic, but I need three jumping attempts to fasten my fingers on the edge of the wall. I heave myself up and sway over, landing with a thud on the other side. The guards scan their surroundings, and I duck quickly. One stilted breath later, they are on their phones again. Artificial lights illuminate the mansion, stretching over a wide area, green grass mowed to perfection. 

	I am in way over my head. I come to a halt when I discover they have a lake. There is wealth, and there is the stratospheric type of wealth, I guess. Welcome to another planet, Hayden. By the lake, my eyes take in a figure on the grass, and I know it’s her because my heart leaps in my chest. 

	I inch toward her, soaking her in. Toned legs, thin waist, and round breasts clad in a bathing suit. I am totally checking her out until shame crawls up my back. I want her to see me when I look at her. As if feeling watched, she whips her head in my direction. When our eyes meet, I grin, shrugging. I don’t have any excuse other than desperately wanting to see her.

	“It’s called sunbathing, not moon bathing,” I say.

	“Anyone can lie under the sun; the moon is more private.” She props herself up on her elbows while I am utterly captivated by her. Still, I tuck this information into my brain. She likes privacy; I like that too. I plop next to her, and she shoots into an upright position.

	“Are you crazy? What if the guards see you?”

	“Afraid for my safety?” I tease, not being able to contain it.

	“They shoot first and ask questions later,” she whispers, jumping to her feet. 

	I know I should be afraid, but I’m not. Self-preservation, it was nice meeting you. Farewell.

	She takes my hand, and I follow her without a second thought.

	“Stay here.”

	Alessandra pushes me behind a bush and walks toward the marbled stairs, appearing so tiny compared to the columns holding this monstrosity together. I count to a hundred, and she whispers above me, “Can you climb up?”

	To spend more time with her, definitely. What is she doing to me? I drag myself up the trellis and land on a balcony. She slides the doors and flicks the lamp on her nightstand. Her bedroom is bigger than our upper floor. Her sweet floral scent of jasmine and something mysterious envelops me. Beige furniture and white walls offer a homey note, big purple cushions sprawled on a plush couch. On the left is an en suite bathroom because, of course, she has her own. On the other side, there is a walk-in closet. Next to the window is a velvety ottoman, a big desk, and wood panels filled with medical books. It’s all neat.

	She sucks on her lower lip, appearing shy but not disturbed that I’m in her space.

	She stretches her hand around the room. “So, this is my room.”

	“I’m sorry for today.”

	I approach her, the need to touch her overwhelming me. I lift my palm up, resting it between us, and she looks at my hand, then at my eyes. She places her hand in mine. The softest skin anchors me, and I forget how she lives here, in this palace, while I am just a normal boy who should definitely not be in her room alone with her. 

	“It was dangerous to come.”

	“It was worth it.”

	“The reckless type, huh?”

	Alessandra tilts her head, her lips curling, and I have no filter. “I had to see you.”

	She nods as if she doesn’t understand what is happening between us either, but on a deeper level, she knows we need to happen. I interlink our fingers, brushing my thumb over her palm. She eyes our hands curiously, my larger one cupping her smaller one. All I can think of is we fit. Somehow, nothing else matters because we fit.

	“So, medicine?” I ask, my gaze following the dozens of medical books on the shelves.

	“I’m going to be the world’s best trauma surgeon.” Pride and determination fill the space, and I squeeze her hand. 

	“I’m sure you will.”

	“What about you?”

	The truth slips out as if I want her to know me from within. “I’m into numbers. I’m considering a career as a stockbroker.”

	“Determined, aren’t we?”

	“Always, when I want something.”

	She looks intently at a photo on her desk, and I see a beautiful, dark-haired woman smiling brightly at a small girl. 

	“That’s my mom,” she says, her voice filled with grief. She moves toward the desk, her hand caresses the frame, and she looks so sad. A somber mood replaces the easiness.

	“What happened?” I approach her, wanting to comfort her. 

	She swallows, avoiding my glance. “She died when I was little.”

	But it’s more than pain. It’s terror wrapping around her vocal cords. I lift her chin, and her eyes glisten with unshed tears.

	I wrap my arms around her, holding her, wanting to assure her I have her. 

	It’s beyond me what this pull is. 

	I never thought I belonged somewhere until her. Even with my family, something always felt off, even though I’ve pushed it away. It started with the fact I don’t look like my parents, even though they brushed it away and said I take after my great-grandparents. Now there’s some strange disconnect with my family. Maybe Alessandra has always known she wants to become a doctor, but I always knew what I want is to belong, to never question, and to never doubt. 
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	I have a boy in my room, and not just any boy—him! The boy I can’t stop thinking about. In his arms, everything stills, my brain calms and I don’t have to answer a hundred questions swirling in my head at once. I love this newfound peace, a break in my routine. We have a connection I can’t comprehend.

	“I have never seen you before,” he murmurs. 

	I tip my chin to him. “I’m homeschooled and only go to the city for extracurricular activities.”

	“Seems like destiny.”

	His grin is infectious, and my heart pumps so much blood, I can feel it going from my head to my toes.

	“What about you?”

	“What do you want to know?”

	“Everything.” It’s my turn to smile, and he takes my hand. I pull him down on the bed with me in a fit of giggles. We lie on our sides, face to face, just our hands touching.

	“I’m the oldest of four. I have two brothers and one sister.”

	“Must be nice.”

	“Ellie’s the sweetest baby. My twin brothers are Satan’s spawn, but I love them.”

	I absorb his words, savoring this building intimacy between us. 

	“I’m an only child, but I hope Stephanie, my stepmother, will get pregnant.”

	“Must be lonely.” His gaze takes my room in, and it appears like he is a bit intimidated by all this.

	I chew on my lip, wanting him to like me. “It is. It’s too big, too silent, too much waste.”

	He plays with a strand of my hair, eyes focused on me. “So, if you could choose, how and where would you live?”

	I let myself be swept up in a daydream. “Definitely a house, maybe those mansion-type houses, you know, and also somewhere quiet. I don’t like the buzz of the city.”

	“You’ll be a doctor.”

	“That is another reason. I would like silence afterwards. What about you?”

	“I could settle for a remote mansion.”

	I blush, the implication of his words creating a warm buzz in my chest.

	His phone vibrates in his pocket, but he ignores it.

	“You should answer that, so you don’t miss something important.”

	Hayden plucks it out of his pocket, types something, and shuts it off. “It was my best friend. We’d planned to go out tonight.”

	“I don’t want to hold you back.”

	“On the contrary.”

	We talk for hours about anything and everything. Until now, words had a literal meaning, a sense I could decipher, but his go deeper, touching heart cords I never thought could be reached.

	“Why a motorcycle, reckless boy?”

	“Freedom, beautiful girl.”

	I try to suppress a moan, but when I glance at my watch, it’s one a.m. In five hours, I have to wake up.

	“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He shifts to leave, and my insides twist unpleasantly.

	I blurt out, “No, stay. The guards have a shift change at five o’clock. I’ll set my alarm. When I wake up, you can go.”

	“What about your parents?”

	“My father is gone more than at home, and my stepmother is away for a few days.”

	Silence descends. For the first time, I feel so alive and not alone.

	Emotions contour his face, and he leans in to kiss my cheek, his lips lingering there for a heavenly moment.

	“Why do you trust me?”

	Valid question. I have asked myself this at least a dozen times since he crashed my moon bathing.

	“I feel I can.”

	My eyes close, dreams unfolding in vibrant colors. I giggle when he gets under the covers with me, and I fall asleep with a contented smile.

	The alarm rings, and I stretch only to find him curled by my side, his hand under the pillow, his beautiful face drawn in peaceful slumber, his hair covering one side of his face. I can’t believe I not only snuck a boy into my room but let him sleep in my bed. Yet, it exhilarates me, the secrecy, a moment only the two of us shared. I thread my fingers through his soft hair. A smile curls up his lips and he opens one of those hypnotic eyes. My vocal cords knot together and my heart stutters.

	“Morning, beautiful.” 

	I am drawn to the combination of him—his intoxicating appearance, deep mind, good heart, and husky voice—irreversibly, irrepressibly, inexorably.

	I sigh. “It’s time to go.”

	He pouts, melting my brain, my insides, my heart. With zero self-preservation, I dive into him like he’s made of dreams. He picks up his phone and keys, bending to kiss me on the forehead. All I can think of is I want his lips on me, all of him pressed against all of me.

	When he climbs down from the balcony, I tell him to squat and move from one bush to another, so no camera will detect him. I follow him with my gaze, needing to know he’s safe until he disappears. 

	Getting ready for the day, I shower and slip into a summer dress and sneakers. Teresa finds me at my desk, turning a page and taking notes. I have more notebooks than books if he would have just looked under the bed. I was a child, unafraid of the monsters lurking under the bed, because Mom told me they can’t come when it’s filled with something you love. Ever since, I’ve filled it with my notebooks.

	“Didn’t you sleep well?” Teresa approaches me, worry lacing her words. She presses her hand on my forehead. I would know if I have a fever, but I can’t tell her I had the best night of my life, which is why I only got four hours of sleep.

	“No, not hot.”

	She eyes the room, and anxiety kicks up my pulse. Could she sense it in the air, his fresh, musky scent of soap, leather, and him? Because it’s my favorite now. 

	“You slept a bit wild.” 

	I blush at the two spots on my mattress, my heart beating like crazy.

	“Yes, I had some nightmares.”

	She moves to make the bed while I stand motionless. What if she finds something, one of his hairs? What do I know? 

	“Alessandra, you’re really behaving strangely today. Should we reschedule your tutors?”

	“No, I am perfectly fine.”
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	With a heavy chest, I sneak away. Even though nothing happened between us, everything that mattered happened. It’s as if we didn’t have to name the thing between us, but it’s there—a bold, sparkly link binding us together. Going back to my bike, it’s as if I am floating, riding a high that I’ve never experienced before. 

	When I’m back home, I hop off my bike. I can’t wait to see her again, and this thought settles in my brain with heavy implications. But it’s not a crush—that’s too simplistic for how complex I feel. 

	The sun rises over the horizon as I tiptoe in my house, where my mom waits in the hallway. I am totally busted. She raises an eyebrow and crosses her arms.

	“I was worried. Where have you been?” 

	“Mom, I’m twenty years old.”

	“Don’t start with this. You could be thirty, and I would still worry.”

	“I was out.” 

	She tails me to my room. 

	“Honey . . .”

	“I was with Alessandra.” I’m glad I could sleep with her for a few hours, even though it couldn’t have been more than two. I was too awake, too frantic to take her in, memorize her in case I would wake up and it wasn’t real. But it happened, and I am ecstatic. 

	“Be safe, okay?”

	“I will, I promise.” 

	The lie should have tasted bitter. It doesn’t. I shower and change into a fresh pair of jeans and a washed-out shirt. When I go downstairs, my mom is already gone, and I groan at the missed opportunity to ask her what’s happening. I follow my dad to the shop on my bike, thoughts of Alessandra inundating my brain.

	When the day ends, I can barely keep my eyelids open as I reach home, but I can’t fall asleep. I have to see Alessandra again.

	Ron bursts through my door. “You missed out on a dope party.”

	I offer a noncommittal shrug. My mind goes back to Alessandra on a loop. Spending the night with her was a million times better.

	He waves his hands in my face, grunting. “You’re not even listening. Again.”

	“What?”

	“I said, get ready, we’re heading out for a party.”

	“Can’t.”

	Ron eyes me intently.

	“What aren’t you telling me?”

	“Have fun tonight.” 

	He walks behind me downstairs, dumbstruck, while I hop on my bike.

	“Tomorrow, we’ll talk.”

	I salute him and speed away. With every mile, it’s as if I don’t inhale sewage and concrete, but jasmine.

	I hide my bike behind a tree and watch as the first round of guards switch. I jump, climbing on the wall, and when I land, I sprint, half-ducked, toward her balcony. Dragging myself up her railing, I come to a stop. Seeing her after an entire day erases the heavy weight I’ve carried with me. 

	She’s at her desk, engrossed in a textbook, taking notes. I don’t think she ever does anything else except study and help others. As if she senses she’s being watched, she lifts her chin and smiles the type of smile that makes you realize you worried for nothing. I slip inside and wrap my arms around her. 

	Alessandra presses herself into me.

	I bury my face in the crook of her neck. “I missed you.” 

	Plain and true. I will always be just that with her. It feels more than a promise, a vow. I cup her face, my thumb caressing her soft cheek. 

	“I had the longest day working on a car, and I need your phone number, like right now.”

	I babble, and she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, offering me her phone. There’s no code because she has nothing to hide. The goodness, the purity is not a facade in this girl.

	We exchange numbers, and she shows me how she saved me in her phone, Reckless boy. Maybe I am because I show her how I saved her, and her eyes widen, My girl.

	“You’re still alone?”

	She shrugs. “Stephanie comes back tomorrow.”

	I don’t like her being alone so often. Worry pushes me to ask if her stepmother treats her badly.

	She shakes her head, a pensive expression shadowing her features.

	I want to put a smile back on her face. “I’m taking you out tomorrow night.”

	Her eyes sparkle, and she squeals, “Like a date?”

	“It will be a date.”

	“I’d like that.”

	She drags me by my hand, and we tiptoe downstairs and along a long hallway. It’s like a labyrinth; if she leaves me here, I don’t think I would find my way out.

	She opens a door, and my mouth hangs open. It’s a gaming room, jam-packed with everything from darts to billiards to a bowling lane and video game machines.

	I step inside, the kid in me wanting to play each game.

	“I guess we’re staying the night here.”

	“What, is there more to see?” I totally expect her to have some underground shopping mall in here too.

	“A theater room, a gym, and a pool.”

	She takes me to see those as well. The theater room is an exact replica of an actual theater, but instead of seats, there are a few beds. The gym and pool are impressive. What can I offer her when she’s got all this? I deflate, my mood souring.

	“Hey, what happened? It’s too much, right?” she asks, suddenly shy, and worry takes over her radiant face. She sways on her feet. “I know what you’re thinking.”

	“Do you?”

	“It’s written on your face.”

	It’s so blatant how different our lifestyles are.

	“Come back to me,” she whispers and places a kiss between my pectorals. “This house means nothing to me. It’s empty, and you have filled it for the first time with excitement. Don’t take that away from me. Don’t let this intimidate you, please?”

	I offer a strained nod. What will she think when I invite her over to my place? How will she like the fact that I am taking her to a fair at a park? I would not be surprised if she has one in the backyard, only for her. 

	Finding her eyes pleading, I tug her to me. I am not a coward, but now I know I am definitely reckless. This girl can undo me.

	 


Chapter 7
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	After I show him my home, the despondency on his face twists my insides, but I wanted to share it for the first time with someone. My father told me once, when I was little and discovered not all children are homeschooled by tutors, “They would despise you for what you have and try to break your spirit out of pettiness. You would never be one of them.” Even though I don’t get any vibe like that from Hayden, it’s obvious he’s dealing with various emotions. 

	“Let’s play something,” I say, returning to the video game room.

	Inside, he tosses a basketball to me, and we throw balls at the hoop attached to the machine. I try to distract him by shoving my side into his so I can win a round or two.

	“You little cheat.”

	“It’s not me getting distracted,” I say full of innocence. He chuckles. Those raspy sounds have butterflies clap their wings frantically in my belly.

	I know I have a competitive spirit, but it’s roaring inside me until I beat him fairly. I grin at him, and he cups my face in his hands. 

	“I really, really want to kiss you.”

	Licking my lips, I barely manage, “I really want that too.”

	Just like that, nothing else matters than the desperate desire to crawl inside the other. We might come from different worlds, but inside, we’re made from the same material, and it wants to be stitched together.

	My heart flutters in my chest, my belly somersaults as he leans his face toward mine, his fingers slightly shaking against my cheek. I curl my fingers around his shirt. The softest lips descend on mine, and I remain perfectly still. My eyes close on their own. Rainbows burst behind my eyes, sensations I’ve never experienced before dizzying me. He traces his tongue over my lips, and goosebumps spread like dandelions blowing in the wind. 

	When his tongue parts my lips, I moan, opening, welcoming him. Our tongues explore, our lips meld together in a sweet dance of discovery. He tastes of mint and sugar, his tongue parting my mouth while I savor his taste invading my taste buds. Every crevice in me fills with him. When the kiss ends, I am breathless. He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. With eyes locked, he rests his forehead on mine.

	“Sweet girl, what do you do to me?”

	His words open my chest, and my heart slips through right into his palm. I can’t form words, so instead, I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him again. And as we kiss, the world fades away while we create our own. For minutes that pass by too quickly, we kiss. We kiss until our lips are swollen, and our lungs crave air. We part on a stuttered breath, grinning at each other.

	“I was searching for you,” he says in a low tone filled with wonder, his forehead resting on mine as he interlaces our fingers.

	“You found me.”

	With contentment settling between us, we shoot darts and play pool until we yawn simultaneously. He takes my hand, and we tiptoe back toward my room, even though no one is awake at this hour or would even think to check on me. 

	Hayden and I discard our shoes and get into bed with a familiarity that transcends any logical explanation. He presses my back to his chest and buries his face in the valley of my neck, placing a tender kiss there.

	“Good night, beautiful girl.”

	“Good night, reckless boy.”

	      Panic sends an electric awareness through me when I blink away and shield my eyes from the ascending sun. I pull myself up in bed and grab my phone. It’s seven a.m. I shriek and shove him awake. Hayden shoots upright with frantic eyes and cups my face.

	“What’s wrong? Something happen?”

	“Something will be in the next five minutes if Teresa catches you in my bed.”

	“Fuck, why didn’t we hear the alarm?” He scrambles out of bed and slips his feet in his sneakers when we hear a knock. I rush to him and push him into my bathroom.

	My heart beats two hundred beats a minute. I am all flushed when Teresa steps inside while I stretch, an awkward smile pulling at the corners of my lips.

	“Alessandra?”

	“I started yoga. I heard it relaxes you.”

	“Did you sleep longer today?”

	I hate her perceptive nature. Lie better. Lie to save his life in my case.

	“No, just trying a new routine.” My voice sounds steadier as I try some yoga positions, bending my front in a V.

	She moves to the bathroom when I yelp and hold my foot. I must be the worst actress ever, but the distraction works.

	“Child, what’s gotten into you?”

	“Hit my pinkie toe on the bed.”

	“Come on, breakfast is ready.”

	“Just a minute.”

	When she leaves, the adrenaline crashes down.

	“You can come out now,” I say, breathless.

	“I’m not leaving your room today, am I?” He peeks from behind the door, stepping out, eyeing me half amused, half incredulous.

	“I’ll create a distraction. Trust me.”

	Leaving him, I rush down the stairs. At the dining room table, I devour my breakfast, telling Teresa after the quickest meal, “I’m going to swim in the lake until Mr. Pierre comes.”

	“But you just ate.”

	Think better. No wonder she eyes me curiously after the monumental brain slip.

	“I meant just a dip to cool off, not swimming.”

	Who thought my life would turn out this thrilling?

	Walking toward the lake, I go through various drowning scenarios. The water is only shoulder high. I could scream as if there’s something in the lake, but I opt for the most rational one, a cramp. You can drown from a cramp.

	I start to yell and bobble up and down, water splashing while I frantically move my hands. Absolutely every guard, Teresa, and other staff members rush to my side.

	I watch as Hayden sprints toward the gates, his eyes on me, and only when I mouth, “I’m fine,” does he disappear while security helps me toward the shore.

	“Thank you.” 

	Guilt cramps my stomach, but I would not want to change my night.

	 


Chapter 8
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	Are you okay? I type before I slide my leg over my bike. I can’t believe we slept through her alarm. Just in case, from now on, I will set mine as well. 

	The diversion worked. 

	Relief surges through me that she’s all right, and I drive toward home, thoughts of my girl flowing through my mind. It’s as if my mind has calibrated itself to her.

	I park my bike in front of my house, and a silver Mercedes parked on the other side of the road catches my attention. I turn toward it, and the driver, a blonde, ageless woman watches me, dabbing at the corners of her eyes. She offers a small wave, and her sad smile goes straight to my heart, constricting my chest. I shake myself out of the haze, following the car as it drives away. I don’t recall ever seeing that car or that woman in this neighborhood.

	I walk inside to my mom frowning at me.

	“Will this be a recurring thing?”

	I hope so. “Yes.” 

	My sister extends her arms toward me. I pick her up, and she places her cheek on my chest.

	“Hayden?”

	“I’m fine, Mom.” 

	I stare out the window, not understanding that visceral reaction to a stranger.

	“What are you looking at?”

	“There was a car, and this woman looked at me as if—‍”

	I turn to my mom, and she freezes. She gulps and sinks in the chair as if her body no longer supports her, her hands trembling in her lap.

	“Mom. We need to talk. You’re acting weird.”

	She opens her mouth when my dad steps inside with the twins hooked on each of his arms, the little spiders.

	The moment is ruined as she begins to serve breakfast. I sigh, knowing I’ll have to postpone the talk with her again. 

	Afterward, I met with Ron at my grandmother’s nursing home. 

	“Two times in a week. Do you have a crush on one of her lady friends?”

	Ron punches me in the shoulder, and I shake my head at him as we make our way to my grandmother’s room. 

	I knock before opening the door. Seeing my girl, even after just a few hours, is everything.

	Alessandra smiles at something my grandma tells her, but for the life of me, I can’t hear it. My attention focused solely on her. She tilts her head to the side, and Ron trips over his legs to get to her.

	“Granny, you didn’t tell me you have a new friend.” His voice drips with innuendo.

	“If you visited me more often, you would know. Look, Hayden came twice already this week.”

	“I see why,” he says suggestively.

	Alessandra waves me over and then moves to step aside. Our fingers brush as I kiss my grandmother’s cheeks.

	“Margaret, I’ll see you later,” Alessandra says before leaving, probably to make her rounds. She’s going to be a great doctor.

	“Is she single, Granny?” Ron asks. “Tell me everything.” 

	But I beat her to it and reply, “No, she’s not.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Because she’s mine.” Pride fills my chest, and Ron crosses his arms over his chest, huffing. 

	“So this is why you haven’t had time for your best buddy, the one you’ve known since we were in diapers.”

	Ignoring his theatrics, we play cards with Granny, who whips us at every game.

	My mom enters the room, her usual big smile lacking. After a brief hello, she excuses herself.

	“Is something wrong?” Ron asks, suddenly serious. He can be a jokester, but my best friend, who’s like part of the family, can also read a room.

	“She’s been acting weird for a while.”

	“I told her, but kids never listen,” my grandmother says wistfully. When I open my mouth to ask her what she knows, she adds, “Boys, I love you, but I have a meeting with my girls.”

	After we kiss Granny goodbye, we leave, and Ron’s brows knit together.

	“That was weird.”

	I nod, but my thoughts quickly redirect to Alessandra. I can’t leave before I kiss my girl.  

	“Wait for me outside, okay?”

	“All right, but I want details.”

	I sneak toward the first floor, and my heart thumps, more because of seeing her than being caught. Behind a big glass window, she fusses around with instruments I have no name for or understanding of. I slip inside, and she turns around. When she sees it’s me, her face radiates. She runs to me and squeals as I catch her in my arms, twirling her around. When I put her down, I cup her face and press my mouth to hers, her sweetness exploding on my tongue.

	“Hayden, someone might see us,” she says but stays in my arms. I kiss her one more time before releasing her. At the door, I look at her over my shoulder.

	“Can’t wait for tonight.”

	“Me either.”

	I have a pep in my step when I meet Ron outside. He arches a brow.

	“Spill it.”

	I lean on my bike, and my gaze tries to see through the building and find her.

	“Oh, you have it bad, man.”

	“What?”

	“Exactly.”

	We go to my house, and while he plays with the twins, I feed my baby sister, counting the hours in my head.

	“Who’s the most beautiful baby girl?”

	She smiles with her entire face and babbles.

	“I have two girls now.”

	When my mom comes home from her shift, she says, “Thank you. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

	But I feel like there’s more she wants to say. In this family, everyone helps each other how we can. It’s an unwritten rule. “Mom. Whatever is bothering you, just say it.”

	“Not today.”

	I swallow my frustration, but it’s getting harder. While Ron watches a game with my dad, I glance every second at the time on my phone while scrolling through the latest news, tucking the knowledge to use later when I’m at my desk, trading.

	Hopefully, by not interrupting her studies, I can convince her father to let me date her. I am more than content to steal a few moments with her. I will never be the reason why she won’t do what she loves most.

	“I’m heading out.”

	Ron leaves and I hop on my bike. Maybe I should wait until her father returns, but I want to take her out of that house and show her around, even though nothing can compare to what she has. I shove my doubts back into that dark corner where nothing good ever comes out and let the giddiness of seeing her again spread through me.

	 


Chapter 9
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	My biology tutor praises my homework, and after he’s gone, I allow myself to think of tonight. My first date, my first night out. I still smile when the bustling outside interrupts my reverie. I go outside and smile at Stephanie stepping out of the car in an elegant ensemble of lavender pants and a matching top.

	How many times have I experienced this exact moment? She returns from a fertility center pregnant and loses it in the next few days. We meet in the middle, and I hug her just a little tighter.

	“This time, it will work out.”

	I feel hope, just like every time she said those exact words.

	We walk to the backyard, and Teresa brings us two lemonades. Stephanie leans on a chaise lounge, her eyes on me.

	“There is something different about you.”

	Red creeps up my neck and cheeks. 

	“Oh my God, it’s a boy.” She sounds excited. Her young age permeates through the heavy, anxiety-filled air. 

	I beam, and she squeals, taking my hand in hers. “Tell me everything.”

	For a moment, the image of my mom takes hold of me. How would she have reacted?

	“Oh, Alessandra, I never wanted to replace her. She’s in your heart and mind, watching over you from wherever she is, and I am here as your friend. I’m sure she would have liked knowing I genuinely love her daughter.”

	Tears well in my eyes. Even if she didn’t love me, I would have never said a thing. She brings a certain peace to my father, even though she doesn’t know why we have all the guards and his meetings never take place in his house. It’s a secret my father and I will never divulge. It wasn’t a car accident. One of his associates murdered my mom in cold blood. And he would have killed me if my father hadn’t shot him first.

	I don’t like where my thoughts are going, so I distract myself and tell her everything. “Do you know when Father is coming back?”

	“No.”

	“I don’t know . . . I met someone. Hayden asked me out, and I said yes. I really want that.”

	“He’ll meet me, and I’ll deal with your father. Okay?”

	“Really?”

	“You would have snuck out, wouldn’t you?”

	I look down, avoiding her eyes.

	“I will tell you this only once, but once you give your heart, everything in you changes . . . just be careful, okay?”

	I nod, and she says, “I’m tired. This process always exhausts me.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“You would be the best big sister I could have imagined for my child.”

	Her eyes carry a deep sadness. For a woman who has one goal, to become a mother, that is not happening . . . I admire her strength, her fortitude.

	Returning to my room, I’m skimming through my closet when Stephanie steps inside, saying, “Need help?”

	“What do you wear on a first date?”

	She taps her lips and picks up a yellow linen summer dress, a jean jacket, and a pair of white sneakers.

	“You don’t want to overdo it. Always be yourself. As soon as it’s more important to impress others than stay true to your nature, you lose a piece of yourself. Nothing beats authenticity.” She has it easy though. She’s the most beautiful woman possible.

	Doubt slips through. She drags me toward the mirror and lifts my chin.

	“What do you see? Because it doesn’t matter that I see you as beautiful, you have to see it yourself. You are the daughter of your parents, and you inherited their best traits.”

	I hug her and go change. I step outside my walk-in closet, and she pats the upholstered chair in front of the makeup vanity. 

	She’s so giddy at helping me get ready that it permeates the air. She styles my hair in a loose ponytail braid, pulling at it for extra volume and dabs on some mascara and a bit of blush and lip gloss.

	When she’s done, my stomach turns into a cocoon of excitement and giddiness. 

	She squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll talk to the guard to let him in. Stop being nervous. It’s me.”

	Yes, but I still want her to like him and vice versa. I send him a quick text to come through the front gates as my stepmother wants to meet him.

	I’m on my way. I read his text and rush down after Stephanie, my heart beating uncontrollably.

	When the rumble of his motorcycle cuts the air, my nerves flip flop even more. 

	“Uh, he drives a motorcycle. Sexy.”

	“Steph . . .” 

	She giggles, and when a guard lets him inside, she leans into me.

	“Now, if he opens that mouth and he is not a douche, I’m all for him dating you.”

	Hayden hops off his motorcycle and offers her a small bouquet of tulips. “Thank you.”

	I know it’s absurd, but I thought he would meet her and be starstruck by her even though I’ve never felt insecure or challenged by her beauty. His eyes are on me, awe reflected in them, blowing to dust my doubts.

	A few beats pass, and Stephanie clears her throat. He snaps out of looking at me, extending his hand. “I’m Hayden.”

	She takes it with a smile. “Stephanie.”

	He fidgets with his hands, and she invites him in.

	His fingers brush mine as Stephanie shows him around, and he plays his part of never having been here spectacularly, a grin teasing the corners of his lips as he winks at me, melting me.

	They talk for a while, and she says, “Okay, now go have fun. Curfew is midnight this time because her father is out of town. Enjoy it.”

	“She’s cool,” he whispers to me. 

	Before we leave the house, Stephanie says, “I hate to have to say this and take it as a fair warning. If something happens to her . . .”

	 She lets the threat dangle in the air, but Hayden assures her with a tip of his chin, facial expression tight with seriousness.

	“I promise I’ll never allow anything bad to happen to Alessandra.”

	“Good.”

	Stephanie disappears upstairs. 

	“She’s not what I imagined her to be.”

	I nod in understanding. We don’t come into this world having biases, prejudices, or stereotypes. They develop as we grow. Some we learn, some we pick up, some are subliminally ingrained in us.

	He puts the helmet on my head, brows furrowed in deep concentration as he locks it with utter care. He brushes his nose against mine, kissing the tip. 

	On the drive, my palms glide over every ridge of his abs, and whenever he contracts them, heat goes straight between my legs. 

	Whenever we’re at a traffic light, he interlaces our fingers, and I sigh contentedly. 

	In front of the fair entrance, he parks the motorcycle and helps me down. The bustle of the crowd and laughing echoes around us. Colorful lights paint the sky, and various types of music plays from every stand. We hold hands, and I pinch myself a few times, afraid it’s a dream. 

	“You’re a good shot,” I say, surely starry-eyed when we leave the shooting stand.

	He grins while I hug the giant teddy bear he won for me. The butterflies intensify with every moment we spend together. I’m no longer made of cells, bones, and flesh but sparkles. This boy makes me forget my biology.

	I take bites from my cotton candy, and he steals some as well. When we kiss, the sugary taste of it mingles with his. I don’t want a day to pass without him kissing me.

	We talk about everything and nothing, and the silent moments feel intimate, like we want to secure everything we found out about the other. He’s an Aries; I’m a Taurus. I tell him I want to see the world. His favorite color is blue; mine is gold. He loves the ocean; I love the lake. I love how passionate he is when he tells me about his family. The love for them is clear in every sentence, and I can’t wait to meet them, hoping they’ll like me. He’s returning to college, and I worry he’ll find someone else. My heart constricts at the thought, a sudden sadness clutching my chest in a fist.

	“What’s wrong, cariño?” He’s calling me sweetheart already and I like it. I like it a lot.

	He cups my cheek. “I feel so strongly about you already . . . it’s madness. Are you afraid?”

	“No. Not in the slightest.” I feel the same.

	His lips part into a dreamy smile.

	“We could hike through the forest tomorrow and picnic at the lake?”

	“I would love that.”

	We ride the Ferris wheel and bumper cars. Time passes too quickly with blissful euphoria. 

	By eleven-thirty, he brings me back home. I love how he wants to do everything right. Strangely, I’d break all the rules for him.

	Outside my home, he wraps his arms around my waist, and I tip my chin up. “Thank you for tonight.”

	“Should I take this as you’ll go out with me again?”

	I smile so brightly, locking my arms around his neck. “Absolutely.”

	We kiss, parting with a gasp.

	I wave goodbye and step inside, leaning on the door, wearing a goofy grin. This is how Teresa finds me.

	“I didn’t know you were interested in anyone.” Her voice rings with silent accusation and hurt. I should have told her, but it has all happened so fast.

	“Where did you meet him?” 

	I am painfully aware this interrogation is just a prelude to what my father will do.

	“Hayden’s the grandson of one of the residents from the nursing home.”

	“He seems like a nice boy.”

	“He is,” I say, knowing it’s the truth. My heart chose him.

	In my room, I change into shorts and a tank top. It’s odd how I slept on my own for eighteen years, and after just two nights with him, the need to have him beside me overshadows that. If he’d asked to come in tonight, I wouldn’t have been able to say no. I don’t want to break any more of the trust Stephanie and my father have in me, yet I can’t help myself.

	I am draping the duvet over my body when there’s a knock at my door. Stephanie steps inside, looking pensive.

	“So, the good news is, your father didn’t completely freak out.”

	My heart beats in my throat. “And the bad news?”

	“Well, it’s not entirely bad news. He’s flying home now and said he wants to meet Hayden at breakfast.”

	I can’t remember my father leaving a meeting early, not even after Stephanie’s first miscarriage.

	“I won’t say he will like him. It’s a father thing not to like their daughter’s boyfriends, but Fabian will see he is a good boy.”

	My stomach churns over that piece of information. She leaves and I grab my phone, nervousness creeping up my spine.

	“Hey, beautiful, I just got home and was about to call you.”

	“Stephanie told my father about you.”

	“I figured she would,” he says, not sounding shocked or afraid. 

	I hope that doesn’t change. My father can be extra when it comes to protecting me. I breathe in and out, trying to calm my nerves. 

	His voice rumbles low, reassuring. “I’m serious about you, about us. Don’t doubt my intentions.”

	“It’s just . . . He wants to meet you at breakfast tomorrow.”

	“It’s going to be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll be there.” 

	“Okay, good night.”

	“Dream of me.”

	I smile into my phone, even though he can’t see me. He’s everywhere, throughout the day and in my dreams.

	I say a silent prayer. Mom, make Father like him because I do, I really, really do. And with that thought, I fall asleep.

	I pat the nightstand, cutting off the alarm and rubbing my eyes. My father is sitting in my desk chair, wearing one of his trademark custom-made cream suits and holding a drink in his hand. I scramble up in a sitting position, and he places the glass on my desk.

	He kisses the top of my head. “I missed you, Tesoro. I came to your room to wake you, but you looked so peaceful. I never want you to sleep but in peace.”

	My head falls with my conflicting feelings for my father.

	“You’re my life, Alessandra. I swore to your mother to protect you until my last breath.”

	“I know.”

	I take a fortifying breath and say, “I met a boy.”

	His features tighten, and he stands up. He puts his hands in his pockets and looks outside the window. Here it comes.

	“I heard.”

	“I like him.”

	He inhales deeply and nods. “I knew this day would eventually come.”

	“I would tell you all about him, but I guess you already know most things there are to know.”

	The corners of his lips twitch into a smile. “I still want to meet him. He’s older than you.”

	I groan, raising a brow. 

	He lifts his hands. “Fine, that’s a double standard. Your mother was younger than you are when I met her, and I was nineteen, not to mention the age difference between me and Stephanie.”

	“I hope this time the pregnancy sticks.”

	“Don’t change the subject.”

	Busted. I nod, chewing on my lip.

	He pins me with a serious expression. “There will be rules, Alessandra, and that’s only if I like him.”

	“Father . . .”

	“Enough about this. I’ll see you at breakfast. I’ll go see how my wife is. But I expect this boy to be at breakfast too.”

	“He will be there,” I say to his departing back.

	Then I get ready for the day, wondering more about the rules than of him not liking Hayden. But knowing Hayden will be there calms every frayed nerve in my body.

	 


Chapter 10
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	I have never met the parents of a girl before, and Alessandra’s father is not regular. I should be terrified, but I’m eager to get his approval to date Alessandra.

	My mom walks into my room as I thread my fingers through my hair. “Any idea how to make a father like me?”

	Her eyes take on a cautious note. “This is going way too fast, Hayden.”

	“I’ve already met her stepmother. And I like Alessandra.” 

	It’s more than like. A smile lifts the corners of my mouth at how protective Stephanie was with her. I love that my girl is loved. I don’t know why I expected the stereotype, the younger stepmother, neglectful and a trophy wife. Even though she is beautiful, Alessandra is a hundred times more beautiful.  

	“Yes, but her father . . . I don’t think it’s a good idea. I mean, you barely know Alessandra.”

	“I want you to meet her.”

	“I know her.”

	“Yes, but not as my girlfriend.”

	“You’re still young, going to college, and for a possible fling, things might not end well.”

	“Alessandra’s not a fling,” I say resolutely.

	Mom sighs. “I see. Well, if he doesn’t like you, it’s his loss.”

	“You’re supposed to say that as my mom.”

	“You’re a caring, smart young man. And, yes, because I’m your mother, I know best. Alvarez should try to make you like him. He’s the bad guy.”

	“Mom . . .”

	“Of all the girls, my boy . . .”

	Her face falls, and I hug her. “Alessandra’s special, Mom. She’s beautiful inside and out, passionate and driven, and for someone who has lived in untold wealth, she likes the simple things. She’s down to earth. I won her a teddy bear. You should have seen her, how excited she was.” 

	“Yes, it’s hard not to like her. Her mother was the same.” 

	“You knew her mother?” I ask incredulously.

	“Yes, we were friends in high school.” She takes in a lungful of air, eyeing me with a severe stare. “Her father can rain hell if something happens to Alessandra.”

	I don’t take the threat lightly, but I know I won’t hurt her because all I can think of is making her smile.

	“I’ll be careful.”

	She kisses me on the cheek and closes the door behind her.

	 I get on my laptop, trading for a while. What began as a curiosity turned into a hobby that I’m now pursuing as a career. With the money I have made, I became financially independent at seventeen. Time always passes in a hurry when I am immersed in trading, but thoughts of her have me peeking at the clock. What has this girl done to me? I’m distracted, and I don’t care.

	My phone buzzes.

	“You took her to the fair. Really?”

	Only my best friend can be jealous that I did not invite him.

	“That was our place.”

	“Next time.”

	“You better, because in a best-case scenario, this will be a trio.”

	“Okay, man. I gotta go. I’m meeting her father shortly.”

	“Was nice knowing you. I’ll shed a few tears for you at your funeral.”

	“Thanks, asshole.”

	I hang up and go downstairs. As I put my sneakers on, my dad asks from the foot of the stairs, “What’s the hurry?”

	“I’m meeting my girlfriend’s father.”

	My twin brothers make kissing sounds, and I pin them with a stare, but the little brats just continue.

	“When did this happen?” Dad scratches his neck.

	“I’ll bring her over soon.”

	“You do that.”

	Just like that, things are settled with my dad.

	On the cobblestone path to my bike, the smile freezes on my face when I see the same car and the same woman, only this time, there’s a man next to her. I approach the car. This is getting weirder.

	I tap on the window, and they exchange a look.

	She rolls it down, and I say, “Do I know you?”

	The tense silence stretches.

	“I . . .”

	The woman cries in her hands, and the man comforts her, observing me intently before they drive off.

	I hop on my bike but can’t shake this nagging, ominous feeling. Something is going on, but I forget everything when I drive to her house. Alvarez has to like me, right?

	A man dressed in a tailored suit descends the marbled stairs, glaring at my bike, raking a hand through his sleek hair.

	“Was my daughter on that thing yesterday?”

	I swallow the lump wedged in my throat. I swear his stern voice makes bones crack. He’s intimidating, but that won’t stop me from pursuing Alessandra. I straighten my shoulders, looking him straight in the eye. 

	“Yes, sir, but we were wearing helmets, and I am a careful driver.”

	“I was your age once, you still have to make it to mine.”

	This is not going well. 

	Alessandra wraps her hands around his arm to appease him because I’m almost sure he wanted to kick me out right away.

	“Let’s go inside,” he says.

	She takes my hand in hers, squeezing it while we follow him inside. Her touch calms my nerves. I don’t know how one simple gesture could make this huge difference to my state of mind, but it does.

	He stops in the backyard, where the lake spreads out in front of us, his gaze fixated on it.

	“I’m going to drain it.”

	“I had a cramp. I’m fine. And I love this lake. Please.”

	The realization hits me straight in the face. This is partly a threat for me to know what lengths he will go to protect his daughter. I’ll take it to heart because she’s worth it.

	“Hayden, how nice of you to join us.” Stephanie smiles, offering me a supportive nod, and I relax. At least the two women are on my side.

	We take seats at the table outside. Breakfast is served, and I try not to choke on my omelet as he watches every move I make like a skilled hunter. Alessandra finds my hand under the table, holding it in a vise grip. I hope my intent look says I’m not going anywhere, and her features take on a relieved look.

	After breakfast, he stands. “Follow me to my office.”

	I gulp the last of my orange juice down and go after him. We enter an enormous office with a mahogany desk in front of big, arched windows. A brown leather couch forms the sitting area, and he points to the armchair in front of the desk.

	The silence has me shifting in my seat.

	“She’s my only child.”

	I nod. It’s as if my words are stuck in my throat. 

	“And when you are blessed with only one child, Alessandra’s my world.”

	“I understand, sir.”

	He pins me with an annoyed stare. “People have to agree with me. I won’t like you just because you nod and think it will appease me.” This man is intimidating as hell. “Nothing that you say or do will make me like you. I don’t trust anyone.”

	No shit.

	“I’m very serious about your daughter.”

	“I was afraid you would say that.” Still, I see a trace of acceptance on his face. “Ever since she was little, I shielded her from the world. If she was still here, her mother would have never allowed this. You make her happy, and I enjoy seeing her opening up a bit. I was afraid her studies would take over her life.”

	“I would never interfere with her studies.”

	“I would never allow it.” 

	I doubt I could say anything right to him.

	“It will take over eight years of study. Of course, if you last that long, and you’re going to college. Temptation is everywhere.” 

	I ball my fists at my sides, hating how everyone takes my feelings as something temporary. “I’ll wait and support Alessandra.”

	His eyes fix on me, but I steady myself.

	“What are your plans? Taking over your father’s shop? Going into finance?” 

	He’s not sly with the underlying message that he’s been informed about me.

	“Probably finance.” 

	“And somehow, you know this relationship between my daughter and you is serious?”

	Fell into that trap like a professional dumbass. “Finance.”

	“Good. If you don’t decide, things get decided for you.” His posture turns hard, and he adds, “You can leave.” 

	At the door, his hard voice stops me. “I trust her, not you. From now on, Parker will follow you whenever you’re together.” I knew that car behind us was not just a coincidence. But if this makes him sleep better, I have to suck it up. I just want to spend time with her, that’s all.

	I close the door and lean against it. I’m still alive. This has to count for something. Alessandra rushes to me, checking me over. 

	“Cariño, nothing in this world would keep me from you,” I vow, and the brightest smile paints her ethereal face. Back outside, Stephanie says, “Excuse me, I’ll go check in with my husband. I don’t want to give him time to polish his gun.”

	My eyes bulge out, and she laughs while Alessandra groans. “Stephanie.”

	“I had to have my fun. His reaction was priceless.” 

	Good to know my precarious situation is worth the giggles.

	Finally alone, Alessandra turns to me. “I’m sorry. My father is . . .”

	I palm her face, caressing her cheeks. “You know I’m serious, right?”

	She nods, as if we understand each other on a subconscious level. 

	“Good, because I’m not going anywhere.”

	Fabian and Stephanie join us a bit later, and her father says, “You can spend one hour with Alessandra on the weekdays and two on the weekend.” Alessandra opens her mouth, but he raises a hand and continues, “As long as her studies aren’t affected.”

	“They won’t be,” I assure him.

	He kisses the top of her head. “See you in a few days.” The chilly glare he sends my way has a shiver running down my spine.

	We spend the allotted time together in the backyard on a blanket. I tuck her to my side, inhaling her, feeling her. She fills my life with everything I didn’t even know was missing.

	“I have to get back to studying.”

	“See you tomorrow.”

	She places a chaste kiss on my lips, and I walk to my bike. Hopping on it, I drive home.

	Back at my house, my best friend looks me over.

	“Good, you’re alive.” Ron’s half joking.

	“He’s not the bogeyman.” He’s worse, but I don’t add the last part. 

	We play some video games, and I tell him about her game room. “It’s nothing like you’ve ever seen.”

	“I can imagine. Must be nice not worrying about a damn thing.”

	“They have other worries.”

	The fear of something happening to Alessandra is real, and not a regular type of fear. 

	“Just be careful, okay?”

	“I will, man.”

	“Party tonight? Come on.”

	Not wanting to be a bad friend, I agree to go.

	 

	***

	 

	The moment I arrive at the party, I want to leave and go to my girl. Some girl sits beside me while I think of ways to make it up to Ron. 

	“Hi.” 

	“Hi,” I reply, plucking my phone out of my pocket.

	Ron offers me a beer, and a smile stretches my lips when I see Alessandra’s name on the screen.

	I’m in bed, missing you.

	Torn between wanting to go to Alessandra and knowing I am on thin ice with her father, I debate what I should do. 

	“I’m Rachel.”

	“Hmm?” I ask, not paying attention to anything but my phone.

	“You’re not even listening to me.”

	“I’m talking to my girlfriend.”

	“Ah, oh.” She scrambles up, and I type, Your father might kill me, but I am heading over.

	I pull myself off the couch and pass the barely touched bottle to Ron.

	“Really? She really has you by the balls.”

	By my heart and throat would be a better analogy.

	I salute him and hop on my bike, driving to her. Parking behind a tree, I climb the wall, sneaking along the property and stealing looks right and left. When the coast is clear, I push myself up on her balcony and slide the doors open, slipping inside her room.

	I take her in, brown hair falling over her shoulders, rosy, full lips, soft skin peeking from her top and shorts. My breath hitches, my restraint of not touching her loosening by the second.

	She smiles, placing the book she was immersed in on her nightstand, and the world ceases to exist. A hunger ravages my insides, and my steps eat the distance between us. We roll on the bed, and she crosses her legs around my waist. I take her mouth in a kiss, my ticket straight to euphoria.

	I trail kisses down her neck, and she lets out these small, sexy moans. My trembling hands map out her body. With closed eyes, I memorize every perfect inch of her. My dick hardens. It never went down after I kissed her the first time, at seeing her nipples poking through her top. Brushing my hand against the side of her breast, a groan escapes my mouth, and I drop to the side. She giggles, and I drag a hand down my face, trying to hide my raging erection.

	“You’re attracted to me.”

	Did she have any doubts? “I’m more than attracted to you.”

	As long as she giggles at me like this, enraptured with me, happy just to be with me, nothing else matters. Still, her father would cut my dick off if he found out I took her virginity after a couple of dates. I can be patient. For her, the waiting will be worth it.

	She scrunches her nose. “You smell like beer.”

	“Don’t like it?”

	“Not particularly.”

	And I decide on the spot to never drink beer again.

	“I was at a party.”

	“I didn’t want to cut your night short.”

	This girl is perfection wrapped in perfection.

	“I’m right where I want to be.”

	She moves into a cross-legged position, drawing on the sheet, peering at me. “Were there girls?”

	 “Girls, what are those?” I tease.

	She punches me playfully on the shoulder and tilts her head. “Must be nice having friends.”

	I caress her spine, resting my chin on her shoulder. “I can introduce you to some of mine.”

	She turns to me, eyes wide with wonder, and my heart twitches. “You’d share them with me?”

	I would share everything with her. I nod, and she places her cheek on my chest. 

	“Thank you, but I’d like to have you all to myself a little longer.”

	My lips press against her temple. “I’d like that too.”

	“Let’s watch something.” 

	A huge screen appears from the side of her bed, and I chuckle.

	What is this house?

	We settle on a comedy special, and her throaty laughs fill me with genuine happiness. I am at ease.

	With her cuddled close to me, I stroke her back and watch her falling asleep, her breathing evening.

	And when both our alarms go off, leaving her becomes harder and harder.

	I kiss her goodbye and drive back home, only to get anxious the moment I see the same silver car parked but no one inside it.

	I walk inside carrying a ton of lead. My mouth dries, my ribs smash together. A nervous sweat breaks on my skin. I find my parents and the mysterious man and woman at our kitchen table, the four of them stiff as a board. The two strangers look so out of place. Too elegant, too posh, yet unsure as they look at me.

	“We have something to tell you,” my mom says, tears spilling down her face. My dad avoids looking at me. This is not bad; this is catastrophic. I feel the tectonic plate of my life shift.

	My knees weaken, and I fall in a chair, feet thumping on the floor.

	“Where are Ellie, Maxim, and Mason?”

	My mom grabs my hand to comfort me or herself. I don’t know.

	“Aunt Claire took them for the weekend.” This must be serious if my aunt drove one hundred fifty miles to pick up the kids.

	“Okay, I’m ready.”

	Even though I’m not, what comes out of my mother’s mouth next obliterates the world I know.

	“We are not your biological parents.” She sobs in her hands while my father holds her to his chest. We are not your biological parents. The phrase explodes in my ears, a hundred missiles detonating, leaving a path of destruction behind them, playing on repeat, making carnage out of my insides.

	My heart pounds so hard, it might crack my chest. The silence fills with tension, but my eyes are on the blond woman in front of me. Her lower lip trembles, and the man next to her squeezes her hand.

	“You must have questions?” the man wearing an impeccable suit and oozing old money asks. 

	I look at him and find similarities: the same sharp jaw, the long, straight nose, and his dark brown hair. I close my mouth to trap the words that would have rushed out. Get the fuck out of my house and my life. Instead, I look at my parents, who are not my biological parents. How the fuck did this morning turn from great to fucked up?

	I stand up on shaky legs. The chair thuds on the floor, and I pace around the kitchen.

	“I want to know everything.”

	The woman starts to speak, but I raise my hand.

	“Not from you. From my mom.”

	Her blue eyes with a golden hue, the same as mine, fill with sadness, but I don’t care. She never was, and never will, be my mother. Meanwhile, my mom forces herself to swallow her sobs, her love shining through her brown eyes.

	“I had a string of miscarriages. The last time I was in the hospital, I went and saw the babies there. Rebecca was there. We both cried, and we ended up talking. I told her about not being able to hold a pregnancy. She told me she couldn’t keep her baby.”

	She abandoned me.

	“I loved you from the very first moment. I knew you were mine,” my mother hiccups.

	“How old were you?” I ask the woman who birthed me.

	“Eighteen.”

	Rebecca plucks from her purse a satin handkerchief. She dabs at her eyelashes with dainty movements before clutching it against her cream and golden blazer. Every gesture is dipped in sophistication, every fabric screams of luxury. This woman has money, the kind you are born with.

	“Didn’t he want me?”

	“I didn’t know,” he says through gritted teeth.

	Great, now I know he’s the father. My father.

	The air gets sucked from the room. I dart toward the exit.

	“Son.”

	My jaw clenches. “My name is Hayden. And I am not your son.”

	My mom rushes to me and grips my arm. “Please.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice is thick with accusation.

	She wipes at her tears. “Because I didn’t want you to look at me like you are now, like I’m not your mother. This changes nothing.”

	This changes everything. 

	I peel her hand off my arm and get on my bike. I ride until I can’t hold my hands steady on the handlebars. 

	In the middle of nowhere, I park. Bending over, I scream until my lungs give up on me. 

	I shut my phone off to silence all incoming calls and messages. I can’t talk to anyone right now. After I cool down, there’s only one place I want to be.

	 


Chapter 11
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	The night blankets the stormy sky, and worry has me restlessly propped against the window, glancing outside through the relentless rain. Hayden hasn’t sent me any texts or replied to mine. I grip my phone, my heart aching. Our connection tells me something is wrong. As I try again, it goes straight to voicemail. I spot a shadowy figure breaking through the pouring rain. I fumble to open the doors, and he hops onto the terrace. 

	Dejection covers his frame like an invisible coat. Raindrops fall from his hair, sliding down his high cheekbones. I wrap my arms around him, and he remains still in my arms, drenching me—coldness seeping from him to me. Sadness envelops him. I caress his cheek and grab his hand. Pulling him in my bedroom, I undress him to his boxer shorts. Rushing to the bathroom, I return with a towel while he sits immobile on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands.

	I dry him the best I can and sit. Taking his hand in mine, I stroke the inside of his palm with my thumb.

	His misery is palpable. It has its own pulse, and it grows with every intake of breath he drags into his lungs.

	What seems an eternity later, he swings his chin toward me, and the corners of his lips quirk up in a small smile. He places his forehead on mine, sighing. That desolate sound tears at my heartstrings.

	I wrap my hands around him, and he goes slack in my arms, while I gently stroke his back.

	“I was worried about you when you didn’t reply to my messages,” I say.

	“I shut off my phone.”

	My hand moves up and down his back, and it seems to lull him into saying the words I am dying to hear. The way I feel for him is bursting through every part of me, and I would do anything to ease his pain.

	“Is there anything I can do?”

	Holding my face in his trembling hands, he closes his eyes for a second, and my heart constricts again. 

	“What happened, Hayden?”

	His back drops to the mattress, his hands crossed behind his head, staring at the ceiling.    His chest rises and falls with heavy breaths, whipping at the silence around us, skyrocketing my worry. I switch into a cross-legged position and squeeze his hand. He interlaces our fingers, sighing.

	“My parents are not my parents.”

	My eyebrows furrow, and I tilt my head to the side, not knowing how to interpret his words.

	He must have detected my confusion because he continues, “My parents are not my biological parents.”

	I have no idea what to say in such a situation, so I say nothing. I read that sometimes it’s good for others if they hear themselves talking, and some enlightenment occurs without the other contributing to the conversation.

	“I’ve always wondered why I don’t look like any of them, but they were so adamant in saying I look like some grandfather I’ve never met that I let it slide.”

	Pain flies from his mouth like arrows dipped in sorrow. “Why didn’t they tell me?”

	After I ponder over what I should say, I let the words flow. “Their love hasn’t changed, nor will this change that. I think you’re fortunate.”

	He scoots upright. “Why would you say that?”

	“Because for them, you are their son. Biology binds us molecularly, but choosing to love someone and involve yourself in raising them is even more important. It’s a choice.”

	His eyes fix on mine, and the intensity is almost too much to bear. “This changes everything.”

	“It doesn’t have to.”

	He falls back on his back, eyebrows knitting together. “They’re not my family.”

	The frustration oozes from every pore, but I know for a fact the love he has for his family can never be erased.

	“It’s okay to be mad.”

	“Why do you always have the best answers?”

	A small smile arches my lips, and I shrug. He drags me to his side and wraps himself around me. I love this position. I could live in his arms.

	“I’ve met my biological parents.”

	I brush my fingers along his jaw, and he adds, “I look like a mix of them. They want to talk, like, what do I care about their bullshit excuses? They seem loaded.”

	I have to tiptoe, as it’s a sore subject, and I think the abandonment weighs even heavier than the fact he was taken in by loving parents.

	“I would do anything to have my mom back with me. You have the chance to have two, Hayden.”

	He pins me with a hard gaze. “Don’t project your wishes on me. It’s wrong.”

	I suck in a breath. “It’s wrong that I am happy for you? It’s wrong that I want you to hear their side before you decide you’re done with them? It’s wrong that I want what’s best for you? You’re hurt, but hurt has led no one to make rational decisions, except ones they can’t take back.”

	His arms tighten around me.

	“Why are you so good, huh?”

	“I have you. I will always have you. We can talk or do nothing or could do anything you want, but tomorrow, you will hear them out. Now tell your mother you are staying the night here.”

	“Bossy.”

	I slap his arm playfully. He toys with a strand of my hair, and I inch closer to kiss him, loving how he always takes his time, like we know exactly when we begin kissing but never when it ends. Nibbling and tasting, he takes my lips into a long, seductive spin. I never want this sheer magical experience to end. A moan vibrates low in my throat, and I rub my body on his lap. His fingers dig into my thighs, and need turns to desire. Rolling us over, he settles himself between my legs. His weight presses deliciously on mine. I need more of this divine experience, but he drops next to me, arranging his boxers and my cheeks heat again.

	“You deserve for me to focus just on you, solely on you, but fuck, you’re so tempting.”

	His words embolden me. I smile, and finally, he smiles back fully. I am utterly in love with him, with the goodness of his heart, with this selfless boy. He deserves all the love he can get.

	I glide my fingers down his lean, muscular body.

	Those eyes, that blue scenery of my wildest dream, find mine. “I’m sorry if I worried you.”

	“You came to me.” My voice is a shake of a breath.

	“There was no place I wanted to be—no place I needed to be—than here by your side.”

	A heady combination of chemicals floods my brain and my heart.

	“How was your day?”

	I tell him all about Mr. Morgan, my chemistry teacher. He’s the hardest on me. He always tells me, “Alessandra, greatness comes from pushing through exhaustion, pushing through the comfort zone.”

	“I’m sure you do your best. He could cut you some slack.”

	“He’s the tough-love kind of teacher.”

	“And the others?”

	“After so many years, they have somehow become part of the family.”

	I keep talking until a yawn stretches my lips, and he kisses me goodnight. 

	With fingers interlaced, we fall asleep, and I know he’s mine. My other half. 

	 


Chapter 12

	[image: Image]

	 

	In front of my house, I force myself to get off my bike. The blinds flutter every few seconds, my mom peeking through them. 

	Alessandra’s words replay in my mind about having two sets of parents. Even though I don’t know about the other pair, these two are still my parents. At the door, I have the same problem. Do I knock? Do I just go in, like normal? I shake my head at myself and step inside. My mom holds a kitchen towel to her chest. Her eyes are bloodshot. My father’s bulky body sags under the weight of guilt and fear.

	“I’m sorry if I made you worry.”

	My mom rushes to me, tears rolling down her cheeks.

	I wrap her in my arms, and it hits me straight in my bruised chest. My biological parentage doesn’t erase the fact that this woman is my mother.

	“I’m so sorry. Granny and your dad told me this would happen, but . . .”

	“Mom, you’ll always be my mother.”

	My dad pats my shoulder, pride etched in his features. When the twins rush down, they jump in my arms. Wrapping themselves around me, they hold onto me tightly as if they knew something was off. Clinging to me like little monkeys afraid to be abandoned. The weight is lifted, and everything calms inside me. My mom turns around, swiping at the corners of her eyes.

	My sister’s cries erupt from above, and I say as I climb the stairs, “I’ll get her.”

	In her crib, Ellie’s eyes light up, and she extends her little chubby hands to me. As I hold her to me, peace consumes me. Alessandra is right. This changes nothing. 

	At the breakfast table, the mood shifts to something lighter, and after I help Mom clean up, I accompany her to her car.

	She hugs me, holding me against her.

	“I love you, and I know this sounds wrong, but you’re my favorite. Never doubt this. I might not have carried you for nine months or birthed you, but the first time I held you when you were an hour old, I loved you just as much.”

	My throat clamps with emotions, but I push through. “Thank you, Mom.”

	“I know you have questions, but . . .”

	“We’ll talk later.”

	The second she drives away, a gray Porsche pulls up in front of the house, and this time, it’s only him, my biological father. I ball my hands into fists and march to him. Neither of them has a right to come here and disturb us, especially not inflicting fear in my parents. He rolls the window down.

	“Go the fuck away and don’t come back. I didn’t need you then, and I sure as fuck don’t need you now.”

	He grips the wheel tightly. “I’ll let that slide, but first, get your facts straight, and then you can cuss at me. Now, get in the car.”

	This man is crazy, and as we stare each other down, he adds gravelly, “You want me to disappear, and I want to talk to you. We find ourselves in a predicament.”

	I shove my hands in my pockets, narrowing my eyes. 

	“I give you my word. If you still think the same after our talk, I will leave you alone.”

	I get in the car with him, slamming the door hard enough the car shakes. With every mile we drive into midtown, the unnerving silence mixes with tension. In front of an imposing bank, he parks in an underground garage, and I follow him to the elevator. 

	When the doors slide apart, the opulence of his office has my mouth hanging open. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Hints of gold and black from the furniture to the walls.

	“So, what are you?” 

	“A corporate banker. I own several branches nationally and worldwide. The headquarters is in Boston.”

	“I guess money was not an issue, so why abandon me?”

	My voice breaks, broadcasting my weakness. He closes his eyes momentarily, before looking at me with so much remorse, it knocks the breath out of me.

	Seconds pass, trapping us in this hellish not-knowing-what-to-do kind of situation. He yanks open a cupboard, pulls out a bottle of whiskey, and tips the bottle in my direction in question. I decline with a head shake, and he pours himself a glass, taking a long gulp. “I didn’t know your mother was pregnant.”

	I cut him off. “She’s not my mother.”

	He pins me with an icy glare. “I didn’t know Rebecca was pregnant when I left to take over the family business, and when I came back, she was already married.”

	“You chose money over her.”

	“I chose the path my father set out for me. I had little choice with my birthright.”

	“Bullshit.”

	He puts the empty glass down, propping his back against the desk. “She told me a few months ago in a fit of agony . . . and ever since all I did was search for you. I found you quickly, but she said you looked happy and the family you were with were good people. I wanted to assure myself, and when I saw it for myself, I didn’t want to bring you into our world.”

	I arch a brow, snickering. “Your world?”

	“Rebecca is married to my best friend.” He says the last part with a tic in his jaw.

	Wow, these people are despicable.

	“Don’t look at me with that judgmental expression. When you love someone, you cross all boundaries.”

	He massages his temples. “Every day I have to look in my boy's eyes, knowing I will disappoint him. Every day I look into my wife’s eyes, knowing she doesn’t deserve this. Every day I look in the mirror and hate that I’m not a good role model for my baby girl, Leonie. But I love Rebecca.”

	If he thinks I will like him after what he just confessed . . . 

	“I won’t try to be your father. That role has been filled, but I can offer you a chance.”

	“A chance?”

	“To become a man.”

	I burst into laughter and snarl. “I don’t want anything from you.”

	He waves me off. “You will get it anyway. The question remains is if you’re worthy of it.”

	“Money, money . . .”

	He cocks his head, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t be naïve.”

	“I don’t need it to be happy.”

	A pensive expression takes over his sharp features. “No one is truly happy. Happiness is this elusive thing we chase while being shackled to the ground. Money is palpable.”

	“I don’t need your money.”

	“If you want me to let you be, talk to Rebecca once.”

	“And then we’re done?”

	He nods, and he gives me her phone number.

	“Your younger brother, Kieran, is stubborn too. I guess both of you share that trait.”

	“Your mini me must be money hungry.”

	“Even worse, add power to that.”

	Good God, who the fuck are these people?

	I am numb as he takes me home. Without a goodbye, I get out of the car. 

	On my bike, I drive to my father’s shop with uncertainty swirling in my head. He taught me to value family, hard work, and responsibility.

	But the phone burns in my pocket, and I am curious to hear why she abandoned me.

	During my break, I call her, my heart flipping in my chest.

	“Rebecca, it’s Hayden. Can we meet?”

	She excuses herself, and muffled sounds come from the other end.

	“Yes. I can fly from Boston right now to you. I could be there in three hours.” Her voice strikes me; it’s sweet and filled with so much hope, softening the hard edge I try to maintain around her, and I give in.

	After I wrap things up in the shop, we meet at a coffee shop.

	Rebecca is dressed in a cream dress and a white trench coat, her hair pulled back. From her features to her clothes, she’s the definition of elegance.

	She takes the seat in front of me, and we observe each other in stiff silence. After we order two cups of coffee, I push one word out through the lump lodged in my throat. “Why?”

	Her face falls, fidgeting with her fingers. “I was young, afraid. There is no excuse. There simply isn’t. If there was, I would have found it by now, as I have been asking myself this question every day for the last twenty years. But my parents sent me away so the scandal wouldn’t affect the family image . . . I’m sorry I allowed them to pressure me into giving you up.”

	I like her honesty, and I like the pain lacing her words. It makes it almost bearable that she abandoned me.

	Silence crashes between us. After the server puts the coffee in front of us, she takes a small sip. “I’m sorry if my selfishness caused you problems.”

	Her voice shakes, her fingers trembling on the mug.

	“You’re afraid.”

	“Don’t worry.” Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you for giving me this chance. This is all I have wanted.”

	“Do you have other children?”

	She takes out her phone, a smile tipping the corners of her lips. “This is my other son, Cameron, and this is Aurora.”

	Her eyes light up, and I stare at the little girl. And my heart does the same as when I glimpse my sister, Ellie.

	“She’s adorable.”

	“She is.” A pause stretches and she adds, “I have thought about you every day, imagining how you look, how you’d be. You’ve become an extraordinary young man. None of this is because of me.”

	She places her small hand on mine. I have inherited my father’s rugged features, but her eyes.

	“I know I have no right, but would you tell me more about yourself?”

	Her touch ignites in me a sense of familiarity. Conflicting emotions press heavy on my chest, and I lean back, scratching my neck. “There isn’t much to tell.”

	“I have dreamed and hoped . . . and now you’re in front of me . . . I would love to just hear your voice.” Her lower lip quivers, eyes flicking away. “I’m sorry, I have no right.”

	I like her, and I don’t like that I like her.

	“What about your husband?”

	“My husband is not a good person,” she says with steel in her tone. “I will do anything to protect my children, starting with you. If Silas ever finds out about you, about Ethan and me . . . I don’t know what he’d do.”

	“What about your other son?”

	“Cameron has his best friend, your other brother, Kieran. They’ll be fine. They’re eighteen now.”

	“Why are you so sure?”

	“Ever since they were little, they’ve had this unbreakable bond.”

	We exchange small talk for a little while longer. When it’s time to say goodbye, she asks, “Will I see you again?”

	It’s that hope I can’t say no to. Something draws me to her, and I tip my head in a nod.

	Her entire posture fights over the uncertainty of hugging me or not. I hug her sideways, and a sigh of relief rolls out of her mouth.

	I meet with Ron in our old park. He plops next to me on the monkey bars.

	“I don’t know what to say to you, man, except that you are an asshole.”

	I snap my head at him. 

	“Your dad told me when I went over there yesterday. I was worried about you, dude, especially when you didn’t respond to my calls and texts . . .”

	“I’m sorry, man, it’s been crazy.”

	“I get it, still . . . So?” he asks expectantly.

	“I met them. He’s a money-hungry asshole, who wants to make me his little bitch, and she, well, she . . . I don’t know, but I have to see her again.”

	“And any siblings?”

	“I went from having three to seven in a day.”

	“I’m sure they’re cunts. Those with silver spoons always are.”

	I shrug. “Aurora’s sweet looking though. I would like to meet her. She’s eleven.”

	“I can’t believe you’re like rich now.”

	I elbow him. “Shut up.”

	“But, dude, come on, you could be if you wanted to.”

	“I have everything I need.”

	And I do. I have my family, my girl, today. What more can I wish for?

	 


Chapter 13

	[image: Image]

	 

	It’s Friday, and I’m in my room inspecting my closet for our date tonight. I’m meeting his family as his girlfriend, and nerves and excitement tangle in my stomach. I decide on a mint green romper and when I turn around, I find Stephanie clasping her hands together. She helps me get ready and then accompanies me downstairs. I wave goodbye to her as I run to him. Hayden meets me halfway, his mouth crashing on mine, carrying me backward to the motorcycle. When we bump into it, he puts me down, and our lips part on a dreamy sigh. 

	On the drive to his family home, the wind plays in my hair, and I wrap my arms around his torso. 

	It’s a small neighborhood, with houses built on each side of the road and gardens sprouting on each porch. It’s quaint.

	Gillian welcomes us, and his father holds the baby in his bulky arms. The second Ellie sees Hayden, she extends her hands toward him. I get her; I am incapable of not being in his arms. Ellie puts her head on his chest, and the twins, two adorable, dark-haired, identical little guys, rush down the stairs.

	“I win.” One grins at his brother. 

	Gillian fixes them with a look. “What did I say about running?”

	“Sorry, Mom,” they both say, trying to get away with their covert glances.

	We move to the kitchen. Pale green walls, wood and steel furniture with two hanging lights create a homey ambiance. The atmosphere is light, and I can feel the love they have for each other. We take our seats at the table, and Ellie clings to Hayden.

	When we finish dinner, Hayden takes her to bed, and my heart melts at how he is with her. I watch him disappear down the hall and help Gillian with the dishes.

	“Are you his girlfriend?” the twins chime in near unison.

	“Boys,” Gillian says with a desperate huff.

	I nod.

	“Do you kiss?”

	I nod again, suppressing my smile. 

	Their little faces scrunch up. “That’s gross.”

	Gillian eyes them with amusement, her gaze saying it all. They won’t think this when they’re older.

	Hayden returns to the kitchen, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the stairs. Giddiness spreads through my body, desperate to be in our bubble, where it’s just the two of us.

	In his room, I take everything in. The wrought-iron bed, a gray desk, and a bureau contrast nicely with the laminate floor. It’s minimalistic, yet it fits him. It also smells like him—leathery, clean, with a note of musk.

	He scratches his neck. “It’s small.”

	“It’s perfect,” I say, and we sit on the bed. He takes my lips in a searing kiss that has me clenching my thighs.

	“We should stop,” he says, but his hands snaking up my back feel too good, and I pout. Wanting and needing more. 

	A knock later, we part, and his mother says, “We’re watching a movie. Wanna join us?”

	“Mom, we’re going out,” he says, and the second she leaves, he adds, “She must have a sensor, I swear.”

	He’s adorable, all flustered. When we have our desire under control, we go downstairs and say goodbye. He lifts me on his motorcycle. Parker is not far away, but I ignore his presence. Now that I’m about to meet his friends, nerves attack my core like little soldiers poking at my ribs with spears.

	He parks in front of a bungalow. Hand in hand, we walk toward the backyard, where several guys and girls are hanging out. I wave awkwardly as he introduces me to each of them, and Ron takes us both in a headlock hug. He’s just an easygoing guy, brown curls flopping over his forehead, wearing baggy jeans and a loose shirt.

	Hayden leaves to get us something to drink, and Ron puts his hand over my shoulder, saying, “He’s whipped. You’re lucky I like you. Stealing my best friend and all.” But his tone is playful, and I giggle. 

	When Hayden returns, he says, “Get your hands off her.”

	The possessiveness in his voice goes straight to my core, and my body temperature heats.

	“I think she likes me better.”

	Ron winks at me, still smiling, and I giggle when Hayden groans.

	“It was unfair. She had no choice but to settle for your sorry ass. Maybe I’ll steal her.”

	“Try that and see what happens.” His voice drops low, making me all swoony.

	I like how fierce he is in his feelings for me. I pluck Ron’s hand from my shoulder and go into Hayden’s arms, who smirks.

	“I’m right where I want to be.”

	Ron sticks his lips out in a pout, but he soon forgets as he chats with a cute redhead. We dance, and I even chat with a few girls who didn’t eye me with sheer disdain. Hayden leans into me. “Let’s get out of here.” 

	I nod, way too relieved, and he catches it. Maybe I am socially awkward or a social introvert like one of my tutors said.

	He drives toward a hill and cuts the motorcycle’s engine. The entire city lights up from beneath us, reflecting on the water.

	The view is spectacular. 

	We spend the next hour kissing with me wrapped in his arms, my blissful cocoon. I rest my head against his chest as he lazily strokes my arms.

	“I like Ron.”

	“He can be a pain in the ass, but he’s the best friend possible and loyal to the end.”

	“I kind of envy you.”

	“You envy me?” 

	“You have so many people who love you, who are there for you. You’re lucky, Hayden.”

	He tilts my face to him, eyeing me with a raised brow. “What is it?”

	“I love my father, but I hate what he represents.”

	“It’s normal to love him. We don’t have a choice in that.”

	“I wish my mom was still alive. If he were just an ordinary man, she would be here with me, but then I feel bad because of Stephanie.”

	He lifts me, and I end up straddling him.

	“What is your greatest wish?”

	I crane my neck toward the sky, at the stars flickering like a blanket made of diamonds. Knowing some things are impossible, I still answer, “My own little world, just for me, with you in it.”

	He cups my cheek, his thumb caressing me softly, and I lean into his touch. Our eyes lock. “This may sound crazy, too soon, but I feel it, strong, like my own heartbeat, that I love you, that I am meant to be with you.”

	“I love you too.”

	His entire face relaxes, and he lowers his face, kissing me. When we stop, our foreheads press together.

	“You and me, and our own little world. I promise you’re going to get it, cariño.”

	I wrap my hands around his neck, and when it’s time to leave, my love for him paints my insides in vivid rainbows.

	 

	***

	 

	Two months into our relationship—two of the happiest months I can remember, it feels like I am floating on clouds. We are in his room, alone for the first time. His parents took his siblings on a weekend camping trip, and I am more than happy that Hayden decided to stay behind. Soon, we will have to say goodbye for a while because he is returning to college, but it doesn’t matter. I trust in us.

	“Are you sure?” he asks me, voice thick with desire as he tries to tamper it. I feel so cherished, loved, safe with him. I am more than sure.

	It’s hilarious how we stare at the condom between us. I want this with him. Every breath I take is a testament of my conviction. I always thought I was well-versed in delayed gratification, but I need him or I am going to combust. Even though we did some things like me fumbling with my first blow job. He said it was great, but I strive to be the best, so I read everything and even watched a few videos. Next time I did it, I knew I was great, because he almost lost it. I had my first orgasm of many, either by his fingers or by his tongue. I love his tongue. It shoots me straight to the pinnacle, and I never last long. The thought alone makes me all hot.

	I place my hand on his. “I want this.”

	“We don’t have to. Nothing will change between us. I promise.”

	Still, it’s like a vise gripping around my neck. We’re the only ones who believe what we have will last forever. Everyone else thinks we’re cute, and it’s just a first love that will end. I hate that I let that chip away at my confidence.

	“I . . .” My head drops, and he pulls me in his lap. I slip my arms around his neck, playing with a few strands of his hair. How do I form words to describe how I feel, how he makes me feel—heavenly and yet so acutely human. This love I have for him is etched into every fiber of my being—endless, bottomless, all-encompassing. I want him to be my first, my last, and everything in between. 

	“I love you today, tomorrow and the hours in between, for as long as I live. I’d wait a lifetime for you. I’ll love you even longer than that.”

	I place his hand on my heart, beating faster around him. “Every beat belongs to you.” 

	With a tentative touch, he slides his hand down my body. “Every part of my body does too.”

	He rolls me over. Seconds tick by with aching desire. Every atom in the space between us charges with our desperate need.

	“You’re perfect. I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I’m yours for as long as you want me.”

	“Forever?”

	“You’d get bored with me.”

	“Give me forever first, Hayden, and then you’ll see I’d want even more.”

	 He looks at me as if I’m the wonder of his life. I close my eyes to savor and memorize this special moment. But I don’t want to lose even a second of what’s transpiring between us. He undresses me with a gentleness that tugs at every heartstring. It’s as if the air around us is heavy with our promise for the other, sealed for life with a vow. His mouth presses against mine in light kisses that leave a field of sparks behind. His fingers glide down my heated skin, setting it aflame. The sparks light up in an electrically laden beam, leaving a trail of desire going straight to my damp panties. 

	“How are you?”

	“Perfect.”

	He props himself on his palms, and I push back the hair that has fallen in his eyes. I place my hands on his thumping heart, gliding them down his chest and carved abdomen. He’s gorgeous, inside and out, and he’s my boyfriend. Mine. 

	His erection tents his boxers and I palm it. It’s heavy and thick under my touch. I clench my thighs, a rush of desire coursing through my body at imagining him filling me like so many times before, but now it will happen. Finally. He takes a nipple between his lips, sucking it. At the maddening, pleasurable sensation, a moan breaks free, and his eyes darken, while he pinches the other between his thumb and forefinger. Gripping the sheet, I roll my hips. I’m wet, needy. 

	“I want more.”

	He slides his hands down my stomach and between my thighs. My legs open in invitation to see what’s his. He gathers the wetness and pushes one finger inside. “You’re so tight. I don’t want to hurt you.”

	It feels so damn good. 

	“I know it will hurt regardless of how much you prepare me, but I also know you will make it feel better before and afterward.”

	He brushes his cheek against mine. “Your trust in me feels as if I can achieve everything.”

	I bring his face to mine for a kiss. “I love you, Hayden.”

	“I love you, Alessandra. With every furious beat of my heart, with every passing day a bit more.”

	A moment passes, intense feelings inextricably binding us. My first time couldn’t be more wonderful than with him. He slides farther down the bed, lifting one leg, then the other over his shoulders, kissing from my calves to the inside of my thighs—both reverently and with a touch of hunger. I feel his love, his passion, his care in every divine, tender kiss he places on my body. He worships me as if I’m his temple. 

	His mouth finds my sleek center, and he lets out a low groan. His eyes darken with lust, looking up from between my thighs.

	“Your pussy . . . I can tell you, right here and now, is mine. Mine to lick. Mine to pleasure. Mine to form to my cock and no one else’s.”

	And with that, he buries his face between my thighs and devours me. The first lick has me curving my back while his hands grip my waist, holding me in place. The pleasure is so sharp and exquisite, I cry out, my hands gripping his hair to anchor me, while he propels me straight to euphoria. Pleasure courses through me, making me even wetter as he drinks me up with appreciative sounds as if he is dying of thirst. It’s a sweet torment as he brings me higher and higher. And I become more and more lightheaded. It feels perfect and addictive, while I ride the highest wave of enjoyment yet. My legs shake while my greedy core welcomes every lap, every finger. I fall apart in a fit of moans, with stars peppering my vision. While I swim in the sea of oxytocin and dopamine, he lifts his chin glistening with my release, eyes hooded and groaning as he licks his lips clean. 

	“Delicious.”

	The need builds inside me—a deafening crescendo and I drag him to me. While our mouths crash into a heated kiss, his hand glides between us, his thumb circling my clit. I’m so wet and ready. He has no problems slipping two fingers inside me. The pleasure is all-consuming, and I embrace it. Colors dance before my eyes.

	“Give me one more. I need you stretched for my cock.”

	My body responds, giving him what he wants. He drags another orgasm out from my body with his skilled touch and kisses me breathless. He’s filling all my senses. Everything else ceases to exist except the two of us and this moment.

	And I come again. 

	By the time he rips the foil with his teeth, I’m desperate to feel him inside me, feverish for more.

	“Eyes on me,” he says in a low, husky tone. I can’t do anything but comply, needing to please him just as he does me.

	My eyes find his sparkling with endless adoration and fiery lust. 

	“I love you, cariño.” 

	Emotions too strong knot my vocal cords. I will cherish this precious moment forever, giving myself completely to the boy I love. I place my palm against his cheek, eyes welling up with how strong I feel for him.

	“Do you want this?”

	“I want nothing more than this,” I assure him, peppering his jaw with kisses.

	He rolls the condom on his hard, thick dick. He guides the tip to my entrance, and I hold my breath. It will fit. It has to.

	He lowers himself on me, kissing me as he slips inside, inch by inch, pausing now and then to check if I am fine, melting me, irrevocably binding me to him. I encourage him with a smile. It feels good. It also feels like there’s no way he can fit.

	Through kisses, he says, “Breathe, cariño. You’re doing so well, looking so damn beautiful and mine.”

	With that, he pushes inside to the hilt and my arms fly around his neck. 

	“I love you. I’m so sorry.”

	It’s a pinch of pain and so much fullness. My lips part on a gasp, and he dips his face, feeding me his love, making everything better. We kiss as he stills inside me while I adjust. His muscles are taut with restraint as he holds himself on his palms above me.

	“Is it okay if I move?” he asks, voice hoarse with desire.

	“Yes, please.”

	Soon, the discomfort gives way to something else as he interlaces our fingers, rocking gently inside me. With eyes locked, we make love, my hips meeting with every roll of his.

	“Better?” I get lost in the golden hue of his eyes, in his chiseled features, and mesmerizing smile.

	“This feels incredible.” I close my eyes to savor this perfect moment between us, locking it in the box with my most treasured memories.

	There are so many sensations I chase in my pleasure hunt. His soft lips on mine, the fullness of him inside me, his thumb strumming my clit. Every push brings me nearer to the peak of pleasure. What starts as a low buzz intensifies into a raging call of release, rippling through me until I clench around him, and he lets out a long groan.

	“You grip me so good. Fuck, you’re so tight. I’m in fucking heaven.” 

	“You poet.” 

	He chuckles. “Cariño, your pussy is a poem. My poem.”

	His breath fans my neck, and he places a sweet kiss there as he lowers his mouth to my breasts. 

	“Come for me. Can you do that for me?”

	And that’s when I come again.

	“You’re perfect.”

	I feel him get even bigger inside me, his muscles straining, body taut with anticipation.

	“I’m coming.” He pumps his hips three more times and erupts, head thrown back, and a ripple goes through me at this magnificent picture of beauty and strength. He falls to my side, gathering me in his arms and kissing the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. 

	As if his lips are on a discovery mission, he leaves not an inch on my face unkissed—making me feel adored, cherished, spoiled.

	He slips out of bed, and when I shift, I hiss a bit at the discomfort. His features twist, making my chest so full.

	“It’s nothing.”

	“Thank you for choosing me.”

	He knots the condom and throws it in the basket, returning from the bathroom with a washcloth tending to me. And when I fall asleep, I wear the biggest grin and have the fullest heart.

	 


Chapter 14
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	To be inside my girl, her eyes brimming with love for me, is a feeling I’ve never experienced, a high I’ve never climbed. The trust she has in me and her love I will cherish all my life, do everything in my power to be worthy of that. My girl will know only pleasure from me, only love. 

	With her tucked in my arms, it feels like I was born to hold her. Skin to skin and her cuddling herself deeper into me, I remember how tight she was. The sensation was to die for. And I would have, gladly, for her. I tried my best not to hurt her, but the hiss of discomfort punched me right in my chest. I would have spent all night just making her come, seeing the pleasure dance all over her features.

	Why did I wait all summer to do this? We have just a few more days, and then I am heading back to college in Boston—ironic that’s where my birth parents live—while Alessandra’s enrolled at the local university, waiting to hear if she makes it into the accelerated undergrad/med school program. It will be hell without her, but we will wait until she finishes. Hopefully by then, her father will let her leave her gilded cage.

	Alessandra turns into my arms. We lie on our sides, face to face. I caress her cheek, and she takes my fingers and kisses each tip. 

	“I love you.”

	“I love you.” I am all hers, only hers. And why would I want anything else, when I have all I need and want and more with her? I would follow her to the end of life just for a moment longer with her.

	I slip from the bed, extending my hand, and she takes it. 

	In the shower, I show her my love, my gratitude, every feeling pouring out of me. 

	After we dry each other and change, I say, “I hate to drive you back so soon.”

	She offers me a sympathetic look. I had thought that her father, after seeing I didn’t intend to interfere with her studies, he would have let her stay longer with me. But it was wishful thinking.

	Outside her place, I park the bike and help her get off it. I press her to my chest and whisper in her ear, “I’m sneaking right back in.”

	She giggles in my chest. I love all the sounds she makes. We wouldn’t have to sneak around if we would get more than a few hours during the week. Although, I don’t think that would have made a big difference either. Sleeping with her, her next to me, that’s how I wish my day to end and start.

	I wave goodbye, and she bites down on her lower lip, the secret of our sneaking around dancing playfully between us. I speed away, only to stop the engine and hide my bike behind a tree. I sprint back and conceal myself behind a bush until the guard passes by. It’s become a routine. I could find my way to her balcony with my eyes closed by now. And there she is, sliding the doors and wrapping herself around me as if we hadn’t spent the last few hours together.

	Alessandra kisses my lips, my neck, her just as helpless as I am, spurring me on. “I want you, Hayden.” 

	I push her onto the mattress and crawl on top of her.

	“You sure you’re not sore?”

	“A bit, but I want you more,” she says through half-lidded eyes.

	She has that look on her face that puts me on my knees, filled with trust and love and dreams. I intend to be a main character in all of her dreams coming true. I am desperate for her.

	Our clothes are soon discarded, and my fingers find her wet, slick entrance. I need another taste. I savor as I drink her up, making her come on my tongue. She’s all flushed and ready, just like my hungry cock. I pump it up and down a few times while her eyes dilate. I snatch a condom from my wallet and roll it down my length. When my dick finds her entry, a shudder of anticipation skitters down my spine. Pure perfection and pleasure wrapped in one. 

	I settle between her thighs, mesmerized by my head opening her pussy. God, her pussy is beautiful, rosy, and puffy. She opens for me with every inch, still just as tight, skyrocketing my pleasure.

	“Just like that. You’re taking every inch of me so good.”

	“Hayden . . . I’m so full . . . it feels so good.” 

	I clench my jaw, my body tense with holding back. When I am inside her to the hilt, I watch for any trace of discomfort, but she has her back arched, her hair falling over the pillow, meeting my thrusts, so I increase my pace. Her moans fill my ears with heavenly lyrics. Me a mere mortal peeking at the divine. What a fucking incredible experience.

	“Look at me.”

	I demand, even in pleasure I want us to be together, connected in every way. I don’t know if it’s love or if I am on the edge of an obsession, but pure need for her drives me.

	“You’re always there, Hayden.” She understands. Of course she does. What we have with each other, what we live together, binds us on an atomic level.

	She caresses my jaw. Her entire face radiating, skin glowing, swollen lips, and dreamy eyes—lost in the pleasure I offer her. My hands splay over her sinful body, mapping every curve and dip. It’s desire rolled into desperation in every kiss, touch—feeling her. Her pretty pebbled nipples beg for my attention, and I suck on them as her hand flies to my head, pulling at the ends of my hair as she chases her pleasure. 

	Every time I pull out an inch, she sucks me back in with an even tighter grip, making me lose my damn mind. I throw my head back for a second to get a hold on the pleasure crashing down on me with the force of hundreds of waves colliding.

	A low growl rumbles in my throat. “You feel incredible. Fuck.” I don’t know how much longer I can hold it when she tenses around me, her toes curling, moaning my name. I should record it, play it when I spend my nights and days alone, just with sweet memories and plans for the next time I am going to see her.

	“Come, cariño, let me watch how beautiful you fall apart for me.” She shatters around me, and I’m lost in the haze of finding my release. She takes all I’ve got, holding on to me as I increase my pace.

	“That’s my girl. You’re fucking perfect. Made for me and no one else.”

	I spill inside the condom with a long groan. Gathering my breath, I crash next to her, holding her to my chest, breathing her in, her scent mingled with mine awakens a primal part in me. Mine. My woman. She strokes my back and I whisper in her neck.

	“I love you.” Three words containing my ultimate truth, followed by me kissing her pulse. I raise my head and gaze into the face of my woman. My lips curl into a grin, and I feel like the luckiest guy on the planet.

	We lie naked while I glance from time to time at the door. She rolls to my side. 

	“I locked it.”

	“That will definitely not hold your father back,” I grumble.

	She bursts into laughter but nods.

	“That’s not very encouraging.”

	“I’ll protect you.”

	I raise an eyebrow, swaying my chin from her lying naked to me being naked and the condom discarded on the floor.

	“It will be a good death though.” I chuckle as I wrap my arms around her, and she turns my face to her.

	“Don’t say that.” Sadness swallows her eyes which were filled with delight just a few seconds ago.

	She sniffles in my arms, and my body tenses up. I tip up her chin with my thumb, wanting to understand the visceral reaction. I hold her to me. Seeing her hurt guts me, and I say through a gulp, “I am not going anywhere.”

	“Swear it to me.”

	“I swear.”

	She wipes her tears away and snuggles against me while I trail patterns on her back.

	“Today was the best day of my life.”

	I thought she was this spoiled princess, and whatever pushed me, instinct or a calling, I am grateful I listened. I would have missed out on meeting my person, soulmate, and other half.

	I kiss her temple. “Every day since I met you has been the best day.”

	“Yes, that too.”

	She giggles and I turn us to the side. “I’ll visit as much as I can. It’s only a three-hour flight from Boston to Miami.”

	She sighs but then tilts her head to me. “We’re going to be fine.”

	I nod, determined, set for life. We’re going to make this work.

	 

	***

	 

	The following days prove that both of us are well aware of the deadline for my leaving. We turn reckless in our need to spend time together. We push her curfew, but even though her father disapprovingly shakes his head, he lets it slide. He is getting used to me, hopefully. He should. I am not going anywhere.

	My mom and Alessandra surprise me with a party on the Friday before I leave, and all my friends are there. When it’s getting late, I say, “I hate to do this, but I should take you home.”

	“My father is away, and Stephanie said it’s okay for me to spend the night here.”

	My entire mood lifts, and even if all my friends try to make me shoot drills with a basketball, I don’t take my hands off her. Even when she blushes from all the attention and practically shoves me to them, I drag her even more to me. 

	“You’re crazy.”

	“You love me crazy.”

	“I love you, period.”

	My mom calls Alessandra, and I groan. She lifts on her toes, kissing me. Now that I don’t have to take her back home, I’m feeling lighter.

	Ron approaches me. “I’m happy for you, man. She’s a good girl.” 

	“The best. Ready for the army?” I ask him. Ron decided to enlist, and I couldn’t be prouder of him. 

	“I’m ready to serve my country.”

	I pat him on the shoulder. 

	The boys drag me into the backyard to dunk basketballs. 

	Alone with them, I realize we’ll never have these times again. Ron is off for the military. I’ll continue studying finance in Boston.

	And the jokes, the name calling, for a few minutes, everything trickles away at the seriousness of this moment.

	“To the times we had, to the times we will have again,” Ron says, raising an invisible shot.

	We cheer at that, and I find her asleep on my bed when the guys leave. The image goes straight to my heart. I snatch my phone and snap a photo of her just like this, wearing my t-shirt, cuddled on my side of the bed. I climb into bed next to her with a heavy weight, but I will have a lifetime of these moments with her. And that thought eases me.

	 

	***

	 

	After saying goodbye to my family, I drop her home when her father’s car stops in front of the stairs. He steps out of the vehicle with a pensive look. He doesn’t even acknowledge us. But as if he remembers, he turns around. “Good luck with your studies.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	I kiss her one more time and drive to meet my biological mother. Once every two weeks. I don’t know how it came to this, but after the first few times, I stopped telling myself this was the last time. It’s hard not to like her, because I tried, but Rebecca’s genuinely interested in me. We talk mostly about me, and when I am uncomfortable, she picks up the conversation, switching the topic to stories about my half siblings.

	We meet at the same coffee shop, and she’s already there, waving at me. I hug her, and her rose perfume grounds me.

	I order a coffee as she already has hers in her hands.

	“Sorry, I’m late.”

	“You came, that’s all that matters.”

	“How is Aurora?”

	She sighs. “Reading fairy tales.”

	“Don’t you approve?”

	Her eyes stare out the window. “Life is not a fairy tale, and even though they teach them that good always wins, I wonder if it’s the case. I want her to be her own Prince Charming.”

	“I think she can be a badass and have someone who loves and supports her.”

	“You’re in love.”

	I haven’t told her about Alessandra yet, and I cock my head, incapable of holding back my smile. “Is it obvious?”

	“You’re a walking billboard.” 

	I chuckle, taking a sip of coffee. “You never talk about your husband.” Fear flashes in her eyes and I fist my hands at my sides. “You’re afraid of him.”

	“I am more afraid of what Silas can do.”

	“You’re taking a risk to come to see me, right?” I ask, suddenly worried about her wellbeing.

	She masks the fear quickly. “He thinks I’m at the spa. I would know if he suspects something. I would never put you in danger.”

	“Why haven’t you left?”

	“I met you.”

	She smiles at me, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

	“How is the trading going?”

	“Steady.”

	“Let Ethan help you.”

	“I don’t need his help.”

	“If you’d give him a chance . . .”

	“I don’t want to talk about this.”

	She takes my hand in hers. “Ethan deserves a chance. He might not show it, but he suffers. You know how you know someone loves you, even though you don’t feel you deserve it? When they forgive you, when they still look at you like you can’t do wrong, even when you did something unforgivable. I didn’t tell him about you until recently. He pushed me to face my decision. But I was young and afraid then. My parents threatened to disown me, so they sent me here to my grandparents, so no one would find out I was pregnant . . . And Gillian promised me she’d love you. And she did, so I stayed away, even though it ripped me apart. Give Ethan a chance, please.”

	This man told me from the very start he would do anything for Rebecca, even abandon his wife and kids. I could never do that to Alessandra.

	“It’s exhausting living a lie when your truth is someone you see daily. Do you think Ethan will ever forgive himself? And he also knows that my husband would probably kill me for the betrayal. Love can be what saves us. It’s also selfish to the extreme, not caring about right and wrong.”

	When she says goodbye, she hugs me. “What I will ask of you next is perhaps the most selfish thing possible, but will you look out for Aurora?”

	“What about Cameron?”

	“Cameron can look after himself, but if anything happens to me, I don’t trust my husband to have Aurora’s best interests at heart.” 

	I blink and nod at the fear transforming her face in pure terror.

	“Thank you.”

	Her expression is like a punch to my chest, a fear holding me in its grasp.

	 

	***

	 

	I spend the following days with my girl, and then it’s time to say goodbye. 

	Parker, her driver and bodyguard, who is more robot than man, parks in front of my house. All he does when he sees me is either jerk his chin in a greeting or analyze every one of my moves. I wave at him with a big grin, and not one muscle on his face twitches. Alessandra sprints from her car to me. I catch her and swing her around. We don’t cry; we did that yesterday and promised to stop. 

	“I love you.”

	“I will forever love you.” I kiss her again and again. This isn’t goodbye; it’s just us getting used to life, I guess. Still, it dampens my mood.

	With my bag in the truck, I wave goodbye to her and my mom while they hold each other and wave at my brothers and baby sister.

	At the airport, my dad claps me on my back, eyes glistening. “Take care of yourself, son.”

	“I will, Dad.”

	After a three-hour flight, I make it to Boston. I am here to do what I am naturally inclined to do: become a stockbroker. What I learned is to always have your emotions in check, especially when the stocks fluctuate. It’s still a game, but I want to crack its code.

	After I put everything away in my small apartment, I FaceTime Alessandra.

	Seeing my girl puts a smile on my face. She lies on her belly, her face in her palms, legs crossed in the air. 

	“I miss you already,” I say, and a dreamy smile blossoms on her face.

	We talk for another half hour, and when I hang up, I open my laptop, forgetting about the world around me. The winnings are relatively minimal, but they helped me secure this one-room apartment next to the university and help out my parents. Ever since I was seventeen, I haven’t needed money from my parents.

	A knock on the door has me standing up, and after I look through the peephole, I huff. Still, I open the door, and my biological father comes inside.

	“How do you know where I live?”

	“I have my ways. All settled in?”

	I groan. “Yes.”

	His eyes scan my open laptop, and interest transforms his face. Ethan approaches it, and a smile appears in the corners of his mouth.

	“You’re good. But this stock will sink in the coming days.”

	“How would you know?”

	“There is a new regime trying to take over. A hostile takeover unbalances the stock market.”

	Still baffled, he adds, “The actual news is hidden behind the small stories, my boy. To play the long game, you need intel to hear about the news before it hits everyone else’s ears. And if you want to do this professionally, you need connections.”

	We’re shoulder to shoulder. “This is how I started, but I had to take over the bank after my father died.”

	I could see the regret etched in his features.

	“So, like taking risks?”

	“It’s not called risk when you know what you’re doing.”

	“Nothing is a hundred percent sure.”

	He eyes me as if I have a lot more to learn, and I shouldn’t like this, but I thought we had nothing in common.

	“If you’re serious about this, let me open doors for you and give you some contacts.”

	My mouth opens to decline when he adds, “This is not up for debate. I swear you got that stubbornness from your mother’s side.”

	I arch an eyebrow at him, remembering him telling me Kieran, my half-brother, is stubborn too, and he chuckles, his entire posture relaxing. “Okay, from both of us, it’s genetic. Still, I hate wasted talent, and maybe I am doing it for myself, living vicariously through you.”

	“I’ll think about it.”

	He looks around, and I offer, “Would you like something to drink?”

	He nods, clearing his throat. I kind of like that I surprised this man, who I am sure has a thing for knowing everything.

	“Thank you for giving Rebecca a chance.”

	“She’s a good woman.”

	“Yes, she is.”

	There is something melancholic slumping his shoulders as he turns, fixing his gaze on me.

	“If I knew, I would have never let her . . . I am sorry I wasn’t man enough to realize my feelings for her would never change, for fucking up even worse. Still, I wouldn’t have Kieran and Leonie, my baby girl.”

	This man must feel torn every day of his life.

	“I intend to do it right the first time.”

	“You do that.”

	His phone rings, and he sighs. “I have to go. I . . . Never mind.”

	I blame the stupid genes, or the stupid curiosity, but I nod toward the computer with the open trades. “Show me next time what you can.”

	His lips curl up into a smile. “Prepare to be taught a lesson.”

	With that, he’s out my door. I find myself torn as well, between my parents and these people who I am warming to.

	 


Chapter 15

	[image: Image]

	 

	Starting college has been like venturing straight into the unknown. Too many new faces, zero time to adapt, and a competitive medical program. Hayden’s been away for four weeks, and I miss him so much. I think it only gets worse with time. I don’t want to know what would happen without video calls, but it’s bearable with classes and learning until I can’t keep my eyes open and my volunteering. Except today.

	Today is . . . 

	It’s the anniversary of my mother’s death, and I wish Hayden was here with me. My gaze follows the picture on my nightstand, and it’s awful the way I miss her, even worse remembering I was six when she was murdered.

	I glide my finger over her face, and tears fall down my cheeks. I dab them away the moment my father steps inside. Dark shadows are cast under his eyes, and we both look at my mother with a deep longing.

	“Forgive me.”

	It’s always forgive me. 

	“I miss her.”

	“Me too, tesoro. She would have been so proud of you.”

	“I think you’re proud for the both of you.”

	A tormented sigh parts his lips, and I can’t suppress my curiosity any longer.     

	“What is it, Father?”

	“Nothing you should worry about.”

	But I do because he’s been staying home more, whisper-yelling on his phone.

	Our moment is interrupted when Stephanie and Teresa walk into the room. I fight tears, my emotions making my insides raw. 

	Later, at the nursing home, Gillian takes me in her arms. “She’s still here with you, my dear girl.”

	We have become even closer after Hayden left for Boston. We’ve bonded over missing him, and I love spending time with his family. It makes me feel near him.

	We take the elevator to the third floor, and she covers my eyes with her hands when the doors open. After instructing me to take two steps forward, she says, “Now, you can look.”

	I blink, and my heart flies into my throat when I see Hayden. I sprint to him, and he catches me, pressing me to his chest as I breathe in his scent of musky soap, leather, and him. The gloomy mood accompanying me today stands no chance in the face of pure sunshine.

	“You’re here. You’re really here.”

	“I wouldn’t miss being there for you on this day,” he says through kisses, holding my face between his palms, anchoring me to him. It’s the first time today doesn’t feel like a loss but more of a celebration.

	When he puts me down, he plucks something out of his jacket, and I open it. It’s a golden bracelet with the figure of a mother hugging her daughter in a filigree form in a golden coin.

	He helps me put it on, and I rise on my tiptoes and lock my arms around his neck.

	“Thank you. It’s beautiful and so meaningful.”

	While he visits his grandmother, I finish my rounds. I find him outside, leaning on his motorcycle and jerking his chin to approach him. I do, unsteady on my legs at the vision of my handsome boyfriend. To be back on his bike, it’s as if I am coming home after a long wandering.

	I slide my hands under his shirt and his muscles contract. He has grown more muscular; his features are getting sharper and sexier and all mine.

	We park at the end of the forest, and hand in hand, we stroll down a path, inhaling moss and pine needles. 

	“I’m taking you out tonight.”

	I hate to disappoint him. Sighing, I chew on my bottom lip. “I’m supposed to have dinner with my father and Stephanie.”

	His chest deflates, and I rush to add, “But I’m inviting you, so will you come?”

	“Of course.”

	With this settled, I gaze up at him. “Tell me everything.”

	He kisses the tip of my nose, melting me. “You already know everything.”

	Yes, but now he’s here, and I can touch him. I just want to stare at his seductive mouth opening and closing.

	We sit on a fallen log, where a small lake opens before us. I prop my elbows on my knees and my head in my palms. 

	He chuckles at me and leans back. “I’m getting better at trading.”

	“Of course you are. I’m proud of you.”

	“I got closer to Ethan. Trading has bonded us.”

	“You know he just wants you to be happy and responsible.”

	“Yes, I think responsible comes first.”

	We smile at our inside joke.

	“It’s as if Ethan understands what I’m doing. Probably because he does, but it’s more. He’s a great mentor, and it will help my career.”

	“So, we’re going to be the doctor-slash-stockbroker family.”

	“It has a ring to it.”

	“Yes, long hours.”

	We burst into laughter. He reaches for my hands, and I climb over him, straddling his lap, and playing with the ends of his hair. “I love it like this.”

	“And here I thought I should cut it. Definitely not anymore when you’re looking at me like this.”

	His intent gaze has my lips tingling, and I trace my tongue over them. “Like what?”

	“Like you want me to fuck you. I am dying to get inside you. But not here.”

	A heated flame licks at my skin, igniting my desire. I look around. There are puddles of mud and branches and scattered leaves. We could make it work somehow.

	“Tonight. The only thing that will dirty you up is me.”

	The thrill of him sneaking up to see me sends sparks of anticipation skating down my spine.

	When he drives me home, he kisses me one more time. “See you in a few hours.”

	I wave him goodbye and crash straight into my father’s chest.

	“Shouldn’t he be in Boston?”

	“Hayden came to be here for me today, and I invited him over.” I bite my lower lip, hoping my father won’t mind. He finally offers a small nod. 

	“Thank you.”

	He sighs, kissing the top of my head, and his eyes scan my wrist.

	“That looks expensive.” He analyzes it, and his eyebrows knit together. “That was thoughtful.”

	Walking away, I find Stephanie sprawled on a lounge chair at the pool, and I sit in the one next to her. “Someone is happy.”

	“Hayden came home.”

	“Ah, first love. So sweet.”

	She eyes me with a certain sympathy. I don’t want to prove anything to anyone, but inside, I smile, knowing he’s it for me, and our first love will also be the last one.

	“I have to get back to my studies.”

	“Even today . . .”

	I think she hoped that after being with Hayden, I would decide to go outside more often and even meet more people, but I am more than happy with the few I know. And everyone in the program is so competitive that I doubt I will make friends any time soon. Maybe it’s because I don’t even know what friends are, so I can’t miss something I never had to begin with.

	 

	***

	 

	I get ready for the night, slipping on my green, figure-hugging, long-sleeve mini dress with a V-neck and black sandals with an ankle strap. Dabbing some red gloss, I feel sexy and sophisticated, and I can’t wait to see his reaction.

	Hayden is waiting for me at the foot of the stairs, his eyes widen in awe. I move toward him in what I hope to be a seductive walk, while the need to reach him as soon as possible speeds up my pace.

	“You look breathtaking. I’d give up breathing just to look at you.”

	This boy can play all the chords to my heart as if it’s his instrument. 

	He looks stunning in a navy shirt, black jeans, and that leather jacket that fits him so damn well.

	My father and Stephanie round the corner, looking incredibly stylish. She’s in a blue, off-the-shoulder dress, and my father in a bespoke beige suit.

	They shake hands, and once outside, Father’s driver opens the door for the Rolls Royce. My father and Stephanie take the back seat, and we get in front of them. Hayden interlinks our fingers, and my father says, “So, Hayden, how is college treating you?”

	“Good.”

	“We didn’t expect you back so soon.”

	Hayden looks straight at me. “Nothing could have stopped me from seeing Alessandra today.”

	My heart warms, and my father nods more to himself. I think his hopes of this being a fling evaporate by the day.

	“Nice gift.”

	“She deserves the best.”

	It’s not only my father who eyes him with a different glint, but as I watch him, I realize Hayden’s becoming a man, standing up to my father. It’s kind of hot; still, I am grateful my father seems to respect that and doesn’t feel offended. 

	We reach the restaurant, a posh location downtown. A maître d’ leads us to our private section, and everyone greets my father. A pianist plays in the background, offering a calm, intimate ambiance. We take our seats and order.

	After we eat, Hayden whispers in my ear, “Wanna dance?”

	“But no one is dancing.”

	“Why would that stop us?” he asks in a playful voice.

	It feels like my mom herself sent him my way to make everything better in my life, even the saddest day each year.

	He takes my hand in his, and we move to the music while my father shakes his head, and Stephanie swoons looking at us.

	“You’ve changed,” I say, and he eyes me, brows furrowing.

	“I know what will never change. Me loving you.”

	His words. This man. I will never get enough of him. “But good or bad change?”

	“I don’t know, you’re coming across more manly.”

	“More manly?”

	He chuckles, and I rest my head against his chest, giggling. 

	“Your father still expects me to mess up or for you to leave me. I need him to realize I am not going anywhere.”

	“I think he’s starting to get it.”

	“After all the talks with Ethan, this stayed with me. I don’t want to fuck up and get a second chance at something else. I want this one with you. I want to live through this. I don’t want to end up like him.”

	I tilt my head. “And how do you want to end up?”

	He kisses the tip of my nose. “Like the man you are proud to call yours.”

	“I love you so, so much.”

	“I love you more.”

	We stay for a little longer, and on the way back to the car, I tell my father, “I would like to watch a movie with my boyfriend.” He opens his mouth, and I add, “Today is not over.” I hate using my mother’s death anniversary for this, but I have missed him.

	“Come on. Let them have some fun,” Stephanie urges, placing a hand on his chest.

	“Fine.”

	I squeeze Hayden’s hand, and when the driver parks, we rush up the stairs and right into the theater room. He shuts the door with his foot, and we stumble on the bed, still kissing. My hands trail up and down his chest, and he whispers in a low, seductive rasp, “Are we getting reckless tonight?”

	“Yes, I’ve waited long enough.”

	He slides my dress down over my shoulders to my belly and takes a nipple in his mouth, twirling the other with his thumb and forefinger. He switches from one to the other, lavishing my breasts with his attention that has pleasure shooting down my spine. I’m soaking it up after the longest drought. 

	I fumble with his zipper, peeling his jeans and boxers down his legs. His cock jumps free, and I curl my fingers around his thick erection, ready and hard in my hand. I swirl the pearl of pre-cum against the sensitive skin, making him groan low in my neck.

	“Have you any idea what you do to me?” he asks, voice husky.

	“It’s pretty obvious.”

	“Smart ass. I’m burning up for you to the point of combusting. Starved for you and your sweet pussy that has me addicted.”

	 I love how I affect him, the little groans and desperate touches for more of what I can give him. While I pump his length a few more times, his palm cups my pussy, slipping his fingers inside me while his thumb presses on my clit.

	“Such a wet, eager pussy . . . I can’t fucking wait to fill you up, feel your walls strangling my cock, struggling to take all of me.” 

	His touch, combined with his dirty talk, make me a wet, hot mess.

	“This feels so good.” A moan chases the other, and I bite into his lip. How I missed him and the way he ignites in me a need unbound. Lifting my dress, he pushes my thong to the side. 

	Desperation and sheer desire drive us as we coax all the pleasure out of the other. Through kisses, I say, “I’m on birth control.”

	He looks at me, excitement flickering in the golden hues. “I can take you bare?”

	I nod, and he drags me down to him on the upholstered bed. I slide down his length, grinding on it as I go. 

	“Put me inside you.” He grips my waist, looking at my pussy with raw hunger. I hold his cock, lowering myself down on him. The first contact has my eyes rolling back in my head. He fills me so well.

	“Look at you taking all of me. Such a good girl. Gripping so tight like you never want to let me go.”

	At the praise, a shudder rocks through me, loving when that side of him breaks free. The pleasure washes over me, a euphoric feeling I can’t get enough of. I bite down on my lip to hold in my moans.

	“I missed this so fucking much.” His voice is thick with lust as I ride him. His hands glide lower, digging into my ass cheeks, and our mouths clash together, teeth and tongue—pure madness. We feed each other moans and the pleasure the other offers. With my hands clasped on his shoulders, the orgasm builds and builds. With eyes semi-closed, his entire body under me contracting as we both breathe heavily, falling apart, whispering the name of the other. 

	After we come down, our eyes lock, and he caresses my cheek.

	“We have all night,” he says, his eyes assuring and promising me. We put our clothes back on, readjusting them, and he tugs me to his side.

	We find a movie, and I lean my cheek on his chest while he strokes my back. My father comes inside without knocking, and we both freeze. I hold my breath, my orgasm-induced bliss evaporating.

	“Just wanted to say goodnight,” he says, taking us in with a tic of his jaw.

	He leaves, and we breathe a sigh of relief.

	“I went through my funeral, mentally.”

	I slap him on his shoulder, sadness cinching my heart. I hate his morbid jokes. 

	The movie runs in the background, and I sigh. “When you talk about death and funerals, for you, it might be a joke, but not for me. I don’t want to think about it for a long time.”

	“Hey, what’s the matter?” He turns fully to me, holding my face between his palms.

	Needing to purge the sadness from me at the reminder, even though I know it will always be a part of me, I confess, “You know my mother died twelve years ago today, but what I didn’t tell you is she was killed in front of my eyes.”

	His entire body tenses next to me, pulling himself up in a seating position, his eyes on me flashing with panic. “How could something like that happen?”

	He looks around, incredulity striking his features. This house might seem like a fortress, but back then, my father liked to show his power and wealth by inviting both allies and enemies to his table.

	“I was supposed to die, his heir, but my mother . . .”

	He wraps me in his arms and rocks us as if terrified of losing me. “What happened?”

	“It was an ambush. My father didn’t believe anyone would come after us back then, but there was some internal power struggle. My mom hid us in his office in an opening behind the fireplace. But I moved, and a log cracked. I still remember her holding me, telling me she loves me while making me promise I would not go out. That frantic look in her eyes . . .” Through the lump cramming my vocal cords, I add, “The man must have heard the commotion, and the moment she stepped outside, he shot her. My father arrived shortly after and shot him. My father killed that man’s entire bloodline in his revenge.”

	A shiver chills my skin. There was so much blood it stained the rug red. Remembering how we stood at her grave and my father told my mother that he had avenged her, and now she could rest in peace. That day, all my naïve images of my father died right next to my mother. I thought nothing on this earth could make me say that out loud. Guilt assaults me. I should have told him right away.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“What are you sorry for?” He kisses the side of my head, and the tremors of his fingers as they skim down my arms rock through me.

	My chest heaves, all the words getting stuck in my throat.

	“That has nothing to do with you.”

	“He’s my father . . .”

	Hayden tips my chin up with two fingers, eyes seeking mine. “Alessandra, nothing you could ever do or say would make me fall out of love with you.”

	The truth is etched in his eyes, and the tension slips away.

	I jump in his arms, and we tumble on the bed.

	“Thank you for trusting me with this. And I am so damn sorry you had to go through what you did. I won’t make any more morbid jokes.”

	His lips press against mine in a tender kiss. In his arms, I breathe and cry and smile, until the emotional turmoil soothes.

	When the movie ends, I accompany him to the front door. After I wave goodbye, I rush up the stairs, counting the seconds until he gets to my room. I lock my bedroom door, even though I know if someone tried to enter, it would ring even more alarm bells, but at least he would have enough time to sneak out. I slide the doors open and lean on the frame of the balcony. Stars pepper the night, and the wind has a chilly note to it. Autumn starting to make its appearance known.

	I forget everything when he swings his leg over the terrace.

	I call him reckless boy. I think he’s rubbing off on me because I don’t seem to care as much about getting caught.

	We slide under the covers, and this time, he makes love to me, sweet, gentle, unhurried, just two bodies seeking an even deeper connection to match the ones of our souls.

	The next day we barbecue at his parents’ place. Something is changing in him, and I can’t pinpoint exactly what. He’s still the same, but he carries himself with more confidence, emanating a rawer masculinity. His style has changed too, still edgy but more stylish and expensive. And he fills his new clothes so well.

	“I knew this would happen.” Gillian sighs and goes on. “My boy is a good boy, and he deserves to have the best this world offers.”

	Her chin quivers, and I hug her.

	“Always love him, okay, and set him straight if he gets off the right path.”

	“I will,” I vow.

	Tomorrow, he has to return. I am already missing him, even though we’re as close as two people can possibly be. I sit next to him on the grass in the backyard, and he interlaces our pinkies.

	“I thought maybe when you go to medical school, we could move in together.”

	“I would love that.”

	“I will look for a two-bedroom apartment. You need a place to study.”

	“I love how you love me.”

	His expression turns dreamy. “I know exactly how our life will be.”

	“Really? Tell me.” 

	“You’ll be in medical school. I will work as a stockbroker, and after you finish your studies, we’ll marry and spend the honeymoon traveling through Europe. Then we’re going to find ourselves a mansion, somewhere quaint. And in our thirties, I am getting you pregnant.”

	It sounds lovely, like a dream life, our dream life.

	He wraps his arms around me, and I lean my head against his chest. My happy place.

	“You know I will live for you and our children just as much as for my profession.”

	“I know, but I will always support you, whatever it is. We’re a team. Alessandra and Hayden for life.”

	“Alessandra and Hayden for life,” I say into the air, the promise lighting up and flickering in our hearts.

	 


Chapter 16
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	With every week that passes, I want more. I want to move out, be my own person. I don’t want to live with the constant shadow of fear that something might happen. I want to escape its clutches. I’m debating how to tell my father I want to move to Boston now, study there, create my path, and be with my boyfriend. Every day, I talk to Hayden, and study. I am a person of routine; I like knowing what and when I have to do something. Even if Hayden has been the best surprise of my life, he’s also the type that likes structure. Thinking of how he always says, “I’m a surgeon’s future husband. I’m up for everything,” a smile spreads on my lips.

	I send him a quick text and go downstairs. I bump into my father and sway on my feet, my mouth filling with cotton balls. And I say nothing, yet again. Frustration cuts at my skin. I can almost feel the blisters. Maybe he feels on an instinctive level, how I want to spread my wings, while he wants to keep me here, secluded.

	“We’re hosting a dinner party tonight. A few of my associates will come.”

	I blink at him, mouth hanging open. I look at my father, noticing dark circles lining his eyes, the gray hairs that have appeared as if overnight. I gulp, anxiety spreading through me. Memories of blood and of my mom telling me how much she loves me right before she was murdered flood me.

	“Do I have to be present?”

	“Where else would you be?” He sighs. “You spend more time with Hayden’s family than here.”

	“Father . . .” 

	He stopped asking me why I kept going to Hayden’s parents’ house when he wasn’t there. They offer me comfort, a sense of normalcy. I recharge my batteries by emptying them with the twins and his baby sister. And, yes, when missing him becomes too much, I go into his room and lie on his bed, imagining him next to me. Even though he comes home twice a month, it’s not enough to fill my heart with enough of him to last until the next time.

	“But Hayden comes back today.”

	“Be there tonight.”

	His tone leaves no space to disagree.

	“Fine.”

	“And don’t you have to study? You’re always on the phone with him. This has to stop.”

	I am taken aback by his icy tone. He should know how much I study. That’s what I do between classes and my volunteer shift. 

	He extends his hand and squeezes my shoulder.

	“I am going through a rough patch. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”

	I don’t respond; I’m completely shocked. I climb up the stairs and my phone rings on the bed.

	“Hi, beautiful.”

	“Hi, reckless.”

	Hayden chuckles, a symphony of sounds my ears listen to with sheer delight.

	“I’m picking you up at eight.”

	“I can’t. I have to stay home and attend a dinner party. My father insisted.”

	He lets out a frustrated sigh. “But I thought, after . . .”

	“It’s just one night, and you can sneak up to my room. And we have tomorrow.”

	I am trying to cheer us both up, even though dejection pulls me down, and I slump on the edge of the bed.

	“I love you.”

	“I love you more.”

	I sigh dreamingly. “See you tonight. Don’t drive too fast.”

	“I won’t.”

	After we hang up, I change into an A-line mini dress and comb my hair. Stephanie comes into my room, holding her belly, features drawn in happiness.

	“I have to tell you something.”

	My eyes are already welling up. Sheer joy envelops me.

	“I’m pregnant.”

	I squeal and go to her. We hug each other tightly, and this is how my father finds us.

	“I’m going to have a baby sister or brother.”

	“Brother,” he says.

	“Sorry we didn’t tell you sooner, but I wanted to make sure this time. It happened naturally. We weren’t even actively trying.”

	But the happy bubble bursts when the guests are announced. We descend the curved staircase. Four men, accompanied by four women, are standing in the arched hallway. All dressed in elegant attire.

	I wrap my fingers around the railing, nausea hitting me from all parts, my stomach churning with an unpleasant feeling. I would have loved to celebrate the good news in private.

	When my feet land on the marbled floor, all their eyes are on me.

	“This is my daughter, Alessandra,” my father says.

	“Now I understand why you’ve kept her hidden for so long. She’s a beauty,” one of the men says, his hair gelled back, eyes dark and appearing soulless. 

	His wife eyes me, a sympathetic look stretching on her face, and Stephanie rushes to add, “Let’s go to the dining room.”

	At the long table, my stomach churns with nerves. I stare at my plate, appetite gone. My father points at it. “Eat.”

	The urge to ask him what he's doing chokes me, and still, I manage to take a few bites. The fight or flight instinct is blaring through my insides.

	When the men leave to join my father in his study, one brunette woman says, “It’s good when there is peace.”

	And another one replies, “Peace never lasts, but family ties, on the other hand, do.”

	She shifts her eyes from me to the one who keeps eyeing me with pity.

	“It should be enough.”

	“Congratulations on the baby. We heard it’s a boy.”

	Stephanie blinks. “Yes, thank you.”

	“I have two boys and a girl. She’s a menace.”

	It’s a pity none of them brought their children with them.

	The one woman seated at the farthest end, with the blackest hair and eyes, says, “This house is as I remember.”

	This is why she looks familiar. I remember her.

	“You look just like your mother.”

	Torn between the desire for her to continue talking about my mother and being respectful of Stephanie next to me, I keep my mouth shut. At times like this, I realize for all of them, she is just the second wife, the one that never would have been if my mother hadn’t been killed.

	I excuse myself to the bathroom downstairs and splash cold water on my cheeks and neck. When I close the door behind me, the gelled man stops me. I try to pass by, and he eyes me maliciously. That unsettles me, and a shiver runs down my spine. The other men step outside my father’s office, carrying a dangerous aura. He tells my father, “I caught her eavesdropping. She’s too curious for her own good.”

	“I did not.”

	I stare him down, and undiluted anger radiates from him.

	“You should knock some sense into her before—‍”

	“Raul, enough,” my father says and turns to me. “Go to your room.”

	“Gladly.”

	This entire night, the ominous feeling looming over my head chills the air I breathe. I pace through my room, nerves sloshing in my belly.

	When Hayden slides the doors open, I run straight into his welcoming arms. He wraps them around me, creating a safe, loving cocoon. A place made for me.  

	He checks me over, and it undoes me.

	“I’m fine, but I don’t understand why he would do something like this. Maybe it’s because he wanted to celebrate the new baby.”

	“Hey, you’re going to be a big sister?”

	At the reminder, my lips curl into a bright smile. “Yes.” 

	This news has been the best part of the night. Along with Hayden coming to see me.

	But with him here, nothing else matters. The knock on the door startles me, and he slips into the bathroom.

	“One minute.”

	I open it, and my father comes inside. He sniffs the air, looking around. It’s as if he feels Hayden’s presence. Cold sweat has ice cubes rolling down my back.

	“Tomorrow, we have to talk.”

	With that, he leaves, and I lock the door, pressing my back against it and taking a few calming breaths. His words confirm the feeling of dread is valid.

	When I open the bathroom door, Hayden brings his hands to the back of my thighs, lifts me up, and carries me to the bed. I don’t care any longer. Tomorrow hasn’t come yet. 

	We make love, and our lips don’t stop kissing the entire night. Our eyes don’t waver from each other. Our hands don’t stop touching.

	 When he leaves at the crack of twilight, with the promise of seeing me soon, my heart fills with sweet dreams. But reality shakes me awake. A long sigh parts my lips, my father’s words flicker in the back of my mind—ominous, dragging me even more under the weight of unease.

	Infusing bravery, I square my shoulders and knock on the door to my father’s office. When I step inside, Stephanie’s eyes are teary, and she doesn’t look at me as she hurries out. My feet turn to lead as he points toward the armchair in front of me. 

	He stands up with a hunched posture and walks toward the window, staring outside.

	“I have loved you with a love that could compare to the one you have for ten children,” he says, voice full of love and despair. 

	My breath stutters. He sighs and continues, “I thought your mother and I would have more children, but it didn’t happen. The same with Stephanie, and I realized the problem is me.” 

	He sinks back into the chair with sagging shoulders. “While my associates taught their children everything about this life, I sheltered you from it. And how could I not? You want to save lives, not decide over them, even end them.”

	Tension coils around my limbs to the point of snapping them in two. I drag my knees to my chin, curling my arms around my legs. I would have stopped breathing if it weren’t for my body automatically doing it for me.

	“I stayed awake all night, thinking about how to do this,” he says, standing again and starting to pace. “Knowing you will have to do as I say and hate me for it. I wish I could have had a boy or girl after you. You would still do as you please, and the other would have taken over.”

	“Father?”

	He stops before me and shoves his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry, tesoro, but my position is precarious. I have done my best through the years to become as feared as a man can be, but I have to conform to the rules. I don’t want to lose another wife, and I have to think of your brother.”

	A cold sweat breaks over my skin, my chest heaves, my heartbeat chases another in a battle of survival. I’m bursting through the hyperventilation door at full speed. The seconds fill with thick silence revealing the shift my life will take while I lie suspended in a half-aware state. 

	When he opens his mouth, my muscles tense. I’m not ready. 

	“You will meet your fiancé on Friday.” 

	His words explode in tiny fragments, splitting my ears, ripping my body apart.

	Through a clamped throat, I manage to form one word. “What?” 

	“Break up with Hayden. You won’t see him again,” he says while sitting down behind his desk.

	With that, he dismisses me while I shake my head. Wetting my dry lips, I insist, “I won’t. I can’t.”

	“It’s not up to you any longer.”

	I jump to my feet and slam my palms onto his desk. “How can you do this to me?”

	“Be rational, Alessandra, and think of your family. I’m just one leader of the cartel. If there were another way, I would have found it by now.”

	I storm away, stumbling through the door, with tears streaming down my cheeks and despondency holding me in a choking grip as I ask Parker to drive me to Hayden. When he parks, I stumble out. With blurry eyes, I open the entry door. Hayden takes one look at me and places his baby sister down. He reaches me in two strides and cups my face.

	“What happened?”

	I fist his shirt and sniffle in his chest. Through sobs, I tell him, “Father wants me to break up with you. I’m supposed to meet my fiancé on Friday.”

	“That’s not fucking happening. Never.” His voice is resolute, slightly calming my frayed nerves.

	I am terrified and so utterly wrecked, despair I haven’t felt since my mother died. 

	He scoops me up, carrying me to the couch. He leans against the couch frame with me in his arms. “I will never let that happen, okay?”

	I lift my chin, and when my eyes find his, he adds, “Trust me.”

	He wraps his arms around me, holding me tightly against his thumping chest. A knock on the front door startles me. Hayden places me on the side, and Parker’s voice seeps through.

	I round the corner, and Parker sees me. “Your father wants you home.”

	Hayden and I look at each other. His jaw clenches. But I have to go home. It’s for the best. Maybe I can convince my father.

	I kiss him, and he whispers, “I love you and will find a way. Now go before I keep you here. Consequences be damned.”

	I go back with a fist clenching my heart in an unyielding grip. Storming into my room, I throw myself on the bed, curled up in a fit of ugly crying. 

	Teresa brings me food, urging me to eat, but I shake my head. Hours pass as I lie in a hellish purgatory. My father steps inside the door. “Eat.”

	A scream ripples from my throat. “I’m not hungry.”

	He approaches me and I squeeze my eyes shut. “Leave me alone.”

	“I could have taken your education away as well, but you’re still attending college. Knowing your fiancé, Raphael isn’t interested in a wife anytime soon.”

	I huff, turning around, and he adds, “And, Alessandra, don’t make me take extreme measures. Stay away from Hayden.”

	“What, are you going to kill him?” I yell, shooting upright.

	“If I have to.” 

	The air chills, freezing my lungs. He stops at the side of my bed and grabs my phone from my nightstand.

	“You won’t need this any longer.”

	After a sleepless night, I wake up to a pounding in my temples and puffy eyes. My thoughts fly to Hayden, and when I look outside, the guards have doubled. I am sure he tried to come to me. What if something happened to him? Terror veils me in a black fog.

	Teresa enters, saying in a small voice, “Child, you have to eat.”

	“I’m not hungry.”

	She sighs, walking to me with cautious steps. “Alessandra, you need a clear head. Maybe this is a battle you lost, but many things can happen. Be smart and don’t allow your emotions to rule over you like this.”

	Bricks of determination fortify my insides, and I nod, following her to the dining room where my father and Stephanie eat breakfast.

	He offers a content look. “I am glad you decided to join us. Family is what matters.”

	“You don’t give away a family member, Father,” I say through gritted teeth.

	“All I do is for you.”

	I scoff and eat while Stephanie never takes her eyes off her plate. When he finishes, leaving Stephanie and me alone, the silence suffocates me.

	“I’m sorry, Alessandra.”

	“It’s not your fault.”

	And I am out of here the first moment I can.

	 


Chapter 17

	[image: Image]

	 

	I went from missing Alessandra to being terrified of losing her. Staring at the guards patrolling around with no chance of seeing her, dejection shoots poison through my veins. I want to remember this exact feeling, hold on to it, and become someone who will never have to despair ever again.

	Tonight, you win, old man. Tomorrow, I will find a way. No one can keep me away from my girl.

	When I call her and she picks up this time, the muscles in my body relax at once only for her father to say, “Hayden, don’t call her again. Don’t try to come near her again either.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	“Boy, I was lenient with you, but do not push me.” Annoyance threads through his gruff voice.

	“I’m not afraid of you.”

	“You should be. Pursuing my daughter will cost your family.”

	“Did you just threaten my family?”

	My heart pounds so hard in my chest it might rip my insides apart.

	“Forget about my daughter.” He emphasizes my daughter, but that doesn’t change the fact she’s my girl.

	With that, he hangs up, and I grip the phone so hard between my fingers it might crack.

	This helplessness drags me under an unyielding avalanche as I ride back home. I don’t let despair cloud my judgment. With renewed determination, I push through it and get my emotions under control.

	It takes me three nights to study the guards’ shifts. I have exactly thirty seconds at night and the same in the morning. They never leave the perimeter. I have to make sure I am behind them and not in their vantage point. I don’t care. I have to see her.

	My phone rings, and I answer Ethan’s call. “You haven’t been to classes, and Marlon says you missed your appointment with him. You wanted to learn from the best. Well, he’s the best in the trading field.”

	Fuck, I totally forgot, but there are more pressing issues at the moment. “I need a few days. I’ll call and apologize.” 

	“Is something wrong?”

	“Nothing I can’t handle. Say hi to Rebecca.”

	I hang up and make my way toward her balcony, dressed in black to blend in with the night and ducking, almost squatting, so no one can see me. Even if they catch me, I don’t care. I will shout for her to know I am here. I will always be here. Hopping on the balcony, I fully expect a guard to attack me. I slide the doors open and when she sees me, she jumps from the bed straight into my arms.

	“You came,” she whispers, hands patting my body as if to assure herself I’m real. And then she pats my cheeks and chest as if to make sure I am fine. “If something happens to you because of me . . .”

	Holding her face between my hands, I kiss her. “Nothing will happen to me.” I hate to see her teary face and her despondent posture. “Hey, come here.”

	She wraps herself around me like a koala as I carry her and lie her on the bed. I did a lot of thinking the past few days.

	Through a heavy pressure, I push the words out. “I’ll leave, and you’ll focus on your studies. We have months ahead of us to prepare.” It will be hell, but we have to outsmart him. I’m playing the long game.

	She offers a nod, a small smile lifting the corners of her lips.

	“Nothing will tear us apart, okay? I promise.”

	“I don’t understand . . . I try every day . . . how can he do this?”

	A very good fucking question because I hate that man like I never thought possible.

	“It doesn’t matter. Our love is strong, and we’ll be fine. We’ll find a way, okay?”

	Her lips quiver, but she kisses me. What starts as an innocent reunion quickly changes into a carnal frenzy. We undress, and there is no slow anymore, just the pure need to feel the other in all ways possible—body, heart, mind. Coming together in a clash of passion and desperation for all the nights we won’t be able to. I don’t know when I will see her again, when I will kiss her again, and the thought alone wrecks me. 

	When the morning chases me from her, I steal a furtive glance at her because getting caught is not an option. 

	As I hop onto my bike, the boy in me just got shoved to the side for the man to take his place. 

	That boy believed in the good and had morals. The man will bow to no one and will have to win.

	 


Chapter 18
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	The night I spent with him inside me, next to me, fills me with enough hope that we can overcome this hurdle. 

	My father planned for us to go out for dinner. Inside his car, my father’s good mood makes me nauseous. And as I stare at Stephanie and him while he caresses her belly, it’s me on one side and them on the other. It’s me who has to sacrifice everything while they will enjoy their small family. An ugly feeling surfaces inside me, gloom’s tentacles wrapping around my bones. He thinks he has won. Let him believe it. 

	The car stops, and my father helps Stephanie out, and I brush past his extended arm. His jaw clenches, but I ignore it.

	Inside the restaurant, that man, Raul, and the woman with the same pity in her eyes greet me from a table in the corner. Next to them, my eyes land on a guy. I take his features in, chiseled jaw, thick hair, dark eyes, and the most beautiful lashes I have seen on anyone. 

	He’s handsome in a rugged way. He stands up and holds out his hand. “I am Raphael.”

	I take his hand and introduce myself only after my father clears his throat. His father says to him, “It will be fun seeing you break her.”

	My father gets in his face, nostrils flaring. I’m too mad at him to be anything but desensitized at this show of mock protection he displays.

	“Don’t you ever say that again.”

	He snarls but lifts his hands in surrender. Like my affection, my father lost my respect the second he traded me for his own benefit. Why he still cares is beyond me. Meanwhile, Raphael’s cold eyes never leave me, as if he’s void of reaction, but I saw his jaw tic at his father’s crass comment, making me believe he’s a better man than his father. 

	We take our seats, and Raul opens his mouth.

	“I don’t like her going to college. She doesn’t need that anymore.”

	I fist my napkin.

	“That’s none of your concern, Father,” Raphael says.

	“Do what you want. But we need an heir.”

	“She’s eighteen.”

	“And you’re nineteen, so what?”

	This man is obtuse or plain evil. I think he’s both.

	I am numb. I thought I would have awakened by now, but the nightmare stretches, and the truth of this being my reality persists. 

	“Come join me,” Raphael says, and his voice has something warm in it, even if there is also an edge that says, do not mess with me.

	“Go, go. Get to know each other.”

	I fight not to roll my eyes at my father while Raul’s soulless eyes twinkle at the prospect.

	We walk toward the back of the restaurant, where a garden spans before us.

	I square my shoulders, jerking up my chin. “I won’t marry you.”

	He stops and tips his head to the side, his hands shoved in his pockets. “Give me a good reason, and I might consider it.”

	I blink at him. Maybe I was mistaken that he’s better than his father. He’s a more refined predator and I wrap my arms around myself.

	“It’s wrong, and I don’t want you.”

	Leaning on a wall, he gestures to me. “I heard you’re a smart girl. Surely you can do better than this.”

	“I’ll never belong to anyone other than myself and . . .”

	My hand flies to my mouth, and he says, “So there’s someone else.”

	I offer a strained nod and he adds, “Stay engaged to me until I can take over, and then I’ll make you disappear.”

	I blink at him, and he pins me with an annoyed stare. “Alive, of course.”

	“Why would you help me?”

	“I’ll help myself. You might be beautiful, but I am not in the mood, nor do I have the slightest desire to win you over. I want an empire. Marriage and children are not in my life’s plan.”

	I’m half relieved, half confused about what is happening. “We should get inside.”

	Back at the table, I stay silent for the rest of the night, playing along for now.

	 

	***

	My father gives me time to say goodbye to everyone from the nursing home—a gift for my good behavior. Not rolling my eyes at that was a test I barely passed.

	I suppress tears as I say my goodbyes, and when I step inside Granny’s room, I barely keep my emotions under control. I wrap my arms around her, and she caresses my back, sensing something is off with me. When I dab my tears away, so damn done with all the crying, she pats my hand.

	“You will find your way, my girl. I know it.”

	Afterward, Gillian and I meet on the terrace. “Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

	I watch the sky above, knowing if I tell her, she will be terrified, so I lie. “My father thinks it’s best if I focus on my studies.”

	“Hayden gave me this to give to you.”

	She offers me a small package, which I put in my backpack.

	“Will you come over for dinner?”

	This is killing me. “I don’t think I’m allowed to anymore.”

	Allowed, the word fills me with revulsion, and I drop my head, shame and hurt tearing me apart.

	“I’m here for you, you know that, right?”

	I nod, and she envelops me in a motherly embrace. 

	Back to my prison, I open the package in the safety of my room, and a smile spreads across my lips. Next to the phone is a note. I trace my finger along his curvy writing. Alessandra and Hayden. For life.

	I press the phone to my chest and then power it on.

	With trembling fingers, I call him, and hearing his voice makes everything better for a few moments until emotions overwhelm me.

	“Don’t cry, beautiful.”

	“I can’t seem to stop.”

	I tell him about my so-called fiancé, and he says, “Don’t call him that.” The pain in his voice breaks me.

	Yes, that guy has his own agenda. Raphael’s not an ally. But I can’t afford to make him an enemy either. 

	 


Chapter 19
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	Ten months. Ten months since I last tasted the sweetness of her lips, I felt her body molding to mine. Time has a way of moving forward, even if your heart is in a perpetual yearning mode. 

	I’m at my parents’ house. My mom observes me as if I have changed and wants to know if it’s a good or a bad change. Feeling powerless switched something in me. Once I tasted the sour taste of helplessness on my tongue, I became hungry for power. Hungry to show the men of this world I will not be dominated. I will not be someone they can kick to the side or smother into submission.

	My biological father has taught me a lot this past year, and his gift for my twenty-first birthday was a black notebook. I stared at the names in black and next to them, their abilities, their weaknesses—blackmail material. Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats—an immoral SWOT analysis.

	“Use it, add more, always be a step ahead. It’s a mental game of chess, and you want to keep everyone in check.”

	Morality and boundaries vanished as my bank account filled month by month. I was at my lowest when Ethan found me on my knees, missing Alessandra, when he dragged me to my feet and said, “That feeling makes you weak, makes you make mistakes. Your head always has to be a step away from your suffering.”

	“I don’t want the same things as you.”

	“Then, my boy, you should have set your eyes on someone else. Alvarez will crush you, and I will let that happen to teach you a lesson. Or you could show me you’re a man capable of protecting himself and the ones he loves.”

	That set something inside me free. It roared its beastly head, baring fangs ready to tear through jugulars. Ethan armed me with knowledge and a black notebook, but my trading success is all mine. The money I made is from all my hard work.

	“This one is for Kieran,” he said as he gave me a replica of the black notebook.

	My brother can have everything. I don’t care; he gave me something better—information, advice, connections. 

	With determination coursing through my veins, I hop on my bike and meet in a remote place at the outskirts of town with Raphael. 

	I know everything there is to know about him. He’s set to unite the Moreno cartel. Ambitious plan. One that will demand casualties. 

	“I don’t know if I should respect you or put you out of your misery,” he says, black eyes studying me.

	They say he’s volatile. I know better. His brain works faster, just like mine with transactions.

	“You won’t do either.”

	“What can you offer me?” He flicks the cigarette on the ground and stomps on it. Ethan says a real man knows he can overpower but doesn’t need to use his physical strength. Still, he has to ooze that raw power so his opponents know subconsciously he can use it, so they always have to be on alert, submissive, and even pacifying.

	“Make sure Alessandra can slip away undetected. In exchange, I’ll give you the right people and the right tools for your empire.”

	“All this for a girl. I should reconsider marrying her.”

	“Or I could use the same tools and people to bury you.”

	A muscle in his jaw tics even though his eyes light up at the challenge. I am no longer afraid of anyone or anything.

	“You’re playing a dangerous game with two men driven by the worst human traits. My psychopath father and a scared man. Neither of them wants to lose.”

	I get in his face. Eye to eye, I jerk my chin. “You’re waiting for the perfect moment. I create mine.”

	“When I asked Fabian about you, he said, ‘ah, he’s just a boy I set straight.’”

	I cock my head. “That’s the problem with them. They fight the old way when everything has changed around them. They won’t see us coming.”

	I leave him and bide my time. Just a little longer.

	 


Chapter 20
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	My memories sustain me. I haven’t seen or felt him in so long, our video calls nurturing me, but never satiating me. Soon. Soon becomes a prayer, a wish, my entire world in one word.

	Happiness seemed out of reach for so long while I was stuck in limbo. But not anymore. I will see Hayden today. One long year has passed, and today, the purgatory ends. I will leave all this behind, starting a new life with the man I love. And something else will happen too. Butterflies flutter in my chest at the thought that my father won’t be able to do anything about it.

	The party is in full swing in the opulent ballroom, celebrating my brother’s christening, when Raphael leans into me at the table. “I wish you a happy life, fiancée.”

	It’s strange how I came to like him and find comfort in his presence. He’s a wolf and doesn’t hide it. It’s refreshing.

	“Thank you.”

	“Oh, I got the better end of the deal.”

	I shove him in the arm, and he feigns injury.

	I’ve played my role so damn well these last twelve months. My father has let his guard down. He should have never underestimated me. 

	He’s so high on being a new father, and if I regret anything, it’ll be not being able to watch my baby brother grow up. But they didn’t leave me any choice.

	“I always asked myself . . .”

	“Why don't I take after my father?”

	I nod. 

	“They fear him because he’s a brute, disgusting, and so damn predictable. But for empires to resist the test of time, they need a definite purpose and a unifying goal, values all members share.” His eyes find his mother’s and he smiles. She’s the only one he smiles at. 

	He accompanies me outside. “You should go. You have five minutes.”

	Our fathers will be too busy being at each other’s throats, not taking into consideration how we could have possibly played them. We have concocted a plan that someone ambushed us. I got kidnapped, and Raphael was injured. 

	He offers me the knife. I pat his stomach to show him where to stab himself. 

	“I have this. Go.”

	I kiss him on the cheek, thanking him, and run toward the back alley. Hayden’s there, waiting, and after so long, it’s like I stare at the sun—blinding yet warming up all my hibernating cells.     

	Emotions choke me. He wraps his arms around me, inhaling me while he breathes life into me. In his arms, I will be all right, maybe not today, and that’s okay too. 

	We have time. 

	All the time in the world.

	With my hand clasped in his, we hop on his motorcycle. I don’t take another glance back. Nothing good comes out of watching what you have to leave behind. There is only one way to move through life: forward. The former can trap you. The latter has the potential to free you. 

	It happens in a blur: the ride to the airport, the flight to Boston.

	I can barely keep my eyes open when we reach our destination. A two-room apartment—our apartment. I don’t have time to look around because Hayden lifts me and carries me to the bedroom, and sleep vanishes.

	We take our time to reconnect, savoring this moment. We caress and kiss, reacquainting our bodies and realigning our heartbeats. It feels even more intimate than our first time—a blissful lovers’ reunion. We peel our clothes off gently. Our hands glide down each other as if following a mental road map.

	“It’s been so long. I’m aching everywhere for you,” he says, voice threaded with emotion and underlying desire.

	It’s the same for me as I hold his face. “We made it, my love. We’ll never have to spend another day apart.”

	He places me on the bed, pure adoration flaming in his eyes. 

	“I can’t believe you’re really here. I’ve lost count of how many nights I pictured you here next to me.”

	“You have me. I’m yours. All yours.”

	He squeezes his eyes shut. When he opens them, they melt my insides. “I’m so desperate for you but want to make it good.”

	“Take me as you want, as you need.”

	“I will, but only after I make love to you.”

	Elation sprouts in my chest.

	He settles himself between my legs. I’m eager, wanton, aching everywhere. When he pushes himself inside me, I breathe a long moan, a moan of pleasure and delight.

	Finally. 

	And in my lover’s embrace, him filling me with all he has, everything else vanishes.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day, we walk hand in hand up the stairs to Boston’s city hall. I wear an ivory lace midi dress and carry a small bouquet of white peonies. He looks spectacular in slacks, a navy dress shirt, and a matching jacket. When it’s our turn, we step inside a small room, where the officiant pronounces us husband and wife. A beam blossoms on my face. 

	“My wife. Mine.” His fingers tremble on my face, and he dips his head, taking my lips in the sweetest kiss yet.

	We’re husband and wife. 

	Nothing can separate us now.  

	The walls of our apartment keep us protected from the outside world as we feed each other white chocolate and raspberry cake and sip from a champagne glass, dancing to our tune of love, taking pics. I spend our wedding night in his arms, making love—under him, on top of him.

	It’s the best day of my life.

	For a while.

	A short while.

	Don’t dream with open eyes. Reality will crush it.

	I should have known better, but you only know after, never before.

	It starts right after the happiest day of my life. 

	In the belly of the night, shuffling steps wake me up. It happens so fast; my scream tumbles out of my quivering mouth when two masked men burst into our bedroom.

	Hayden jumps out of bed, fighting them off. But it’s two against one. Fists fly, grunts erupt. And when one of them throws Hayden against the wall, I plead, cry out for them to stop. I don’t want anything to happen to him, and I turn my attention to my husband, begging him to stop fighting. He looks at me with so much pain—it’s the kind tinged with remorse, anger. The other injects him with something in the neck. My mouth is sandpaper, my fight gone. One of them towers over me, injecting me in my neck too, and everything turns black.

	When I blink awake, my brain is foggy. But reality never spares you for long. My senses come alive one after the other, filling me with dread.

	We’re back at my father’s mansion, in his office. I thought we had enough time to get Plan B in motion. Disappearing under the radar and building a life together far away. While they were chasing who was responsible for my kidnapping, Raphael would play the betrayed fiancé who found out the truth and had his revenge by “killing” us. And that would have happened today. I squirm in my seat, but my hands are bound. My father eyes me, disappointment burning in his stare. Hayden’s hands and legs are tied to the chair, but he keeps twisting in an attempt to free himself. 

	“I warned you. Now, tesoro, choose.”

	I look at Hayden, and his lips tip up in an encouraging smile, whispering, “Only ever you.”

	“Please, stop this. I married him,” I plead.

	“Tell me, Hayden, would you still love her if she picks you over your family?”

	Hayden freezes, and I blink at my father, not understanding his meaning. 

	On the screen in front of us, men circle Hayden’s family’s house. His family is blissfully unaware, peacefully sleeping. 

	“Please, don’t do this,” I beg my father, trying to free myself, but the rope digs deeper into my skin. I can’t move, can’t think, can’t breathe.

	“Choose him, and his family dies. Choose his family, and he will die.”

	My heart seizes in my chest.

	My life flashes before my eyes.

	All my hopes and dreams disappear in the snap of the fingers of a villain with God’s capacity to rule over my life. 

	Hayden’s chest heaves, staring at my father with a hatred that could freeze hell. He seeks my eyes. Mine beg for forgiveness. My heart already decided, while my brain has trouble accepting. But I preserve the hope. One small hope that my father won’t do it if he realizes what Hayden means to me. I refuse to believe my father could be such a monster. It’s an intimidation tactic. It has to be.

	“Choose them. Choose my family.” His voice breaks. I squeeze my eyes shut. Hayden can’t persuade me to change my mind.

	I know the moral thing would be to honor his request. He will never forgive me, never forget what I did, but he will be alive.

	A man points the gun at him while my father presses the phone against his ear, ready to give the command.

	“Him, I choose him.”

	“Alessandra, no.” 

	I say a hundred times, I am sorry, and when I turn around, men come out of his parents’ house, cloaked by the night. 

	No, they did not kill his family. 

	No, this is not happening. 

	I watch the house, waiting for a light to switch on, a cry to be heard from Ellie, a ruckus from the twins. Instead, an explosion of orange engulfs his house, blowing it up. The debris scatters around, and life drains from my veins, pooling at my feet. 

	“Nooooo. I hate you,” I scream, while my father blinks at the screen, paling. 

	My screams turn to broken muffles compared to the sounds Hayden makes, butchered pure agony.

	“You’re dead, old man. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll wish for death,” Hayden says so low, it chills the air around us.

	He turns his eyes on me, cold, empty, dead. “Why?”

	Mine blur with tears. “I love you.” Desperation clings to my declaration—to hold onto him.

	My father orders his man to take Hayden away.

	I beg and plead, but no one listens to me. When Hayden looks at me over his shoulder one more time, utterly broken and miserable, everything in me shatters with finality.

	I am numb. 

	So numb.

	Trapped in a catatonic state, hours pass while switching from looking at the black screen to the empty place next to me. But not even there can I remain because my father returns, saying, “Hayden’s dead.”

	 

	***

	 

	The shift in your life is what you remember the most, don’t you? The afterburn of your life. You never think in that moment or even in the grief at everything that led to the catastrophe. That is for the mind to replay when you lie awake at night, trying to fill in the pieces with the comfort of knowing it had to happen. Like a train wreck, you would have seen it coming, if you’d paid attention. I wish I had paid attention. I wish for so much more, and still, all that remains are new wishes I am not ready to wish upon. My heart is made of holes so agonizingly wide and abysmally deep that nothing can fill them. 

	Hope is a fickle thing. I don’t know how some people can sustain their entire life on hope. It shows our desperation, our fragility, our mortality like nothing else. 

	I buried that hope along with my dreams of the wonderful life Hayden had promised me. 

	I buried the very essence of my soul.

	I buried myself and emerged as a spectator of tragedy. As if I am an outsider, peeking through a veil at my past life. Memories of how I ended up here in front of a tomb flow through my mind. I should have known the life I was born into is impossible to escape from. Roots, bindings, obligations, they keep you in place. It takes selfishness to escape it, and selfishness comes at a price. 

	I paid the highest one. 

	It’s the fear that leads us. Fear to live before we die, love even though heartbreak will follow. In the end, people we know become people we knew, the people we loved, bitter-sweet memories. 

	Dying is easy. Living while everything in you has died is harder. A struggle not to succumb to grief, to guilt.

	I shake my wayward thoughts and stare at my trembling hands, blinking at the dirt that digs under my nails, mixed with the tears that don’t stop falling. I throw my head back and scream until my voice is hoarse.

	It’s been a year, a lifetime to go. 

	From a wife to a wandering ghost.

	 


Chapter 21
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	Present Day

	 

	This is it. The final exam that ends my two years of residency. I close the door behind me. All of my peers are pacing around in a whirl of nervous energy. I have lived and breathed medicine, not only since I was little but ever since I entered med school. With my accelerated program, I was the youngest resident in my group. I should be proud, but any good feelings died long ago. The reminder of loss has stuck to me like my necklace with my wedding ring—seared into my skin.

	I find Lindsey in the hallway, and she slides her glasses up her nose, arching an incredulous brow.

	“You know you passed, right?”

	I nod, but I'll agonize over it until I know that for a fact. We leave the building with our arms looped together.

	“The fellowship comes next,” I say, patting the ring dipping low between my breasts. My comfort, the source of my greatest turmoil.

	Lindsey has been my friend for two years now. I think our friendship started because we sensed the loneliness in each other, and we’re both competitive, complementing each other well.

	I look up at the sky, at summer peeking through the atmosphere, and my head hangs.

	“We should celebrate.”

	Between the two of us, she’s the one who really came out of her shell. I am still functioning—a bleak existence.

	Andrew waves at us, walking in our direction. 

	“When are you going to give that guy a chance? He’s been all over you for two years now.”

	I bite my tongue to keep from saying never. How long does it take for grief to ease? Because, in my case, it’s a wound I can’t treat. It always pulses between my rib cage, open and festering. 

	Her warm brown eyes brim with sympathy. “Your husband would have wanted you to be happy.”

	The reminder is never far away from my troubled mind and aching heart. The pain flickers there like a never-ending amber. Hayden would have wanted me to choose his family over him. And there are endless layers of grief on top of endless layers of guilt.

	Andrew reaches us, and I plaster a smile on my face. I take him in, his wavy blond hair and that easy smile—unperturbed by life’s saddest moments, bone deep grief. He could have any woman he wants. I know at least two colleagues and four nurses who’d love to get his attention. What does he see in me? I have no idea.

	 My phone rings from my small backpack. I pick up Stephanie’s call.

	“Tell me how it went. I am sure you blew them away.”

	“I am pretty sure I will pass.”

	A pause descends. I don’t know why she still tries. “Will you come home, just for a bit? Leon wants to meet his sister.”

	I shut my eyes. My answer never changes. He’s at the same age as the twins were.

	“I can’t.”

	“Your father is sick. The doctors don’t know what is wrong.”

	I snort. “Not my problem.”

	She sighs on the other end, and I say, “I have to go.”

	When I hang up, I say goodbye to Lindsey and Andrew with the promise to meet tonight and celebrate. 

	In my two-bedroom apartment, I still feel him. Even when I think I am almost over it, something always reminds me of him. From the moment I wake up until I fall asleep.

	I discard my clothes and take a shower. I can’t wait to get started with my specialized training. Now that we’re also getting paid better, I don’t have to juggle working at the coffee shop and studying. But I had to survive. A year after Hayden died, out of the blue, two million dollars hit my bank account, but I didn’t touch it. Surely, a desperate attempt by my father to buy my forgiveness even though when I called him in rage at his nerve, he swore it wasn’t him. What’s a lie to a murderer? Candy for kids. I couldn’t and wouldn’t touch it. Instead, I gave it all away to organizations for children and elderly people in need. I had my full ride and an apartment no one ever asked questions about, as I am his wife. I prefer his name over my maiden name. The former reminds me of my loss, the latter reminds me why I wear this loss. 

	I snatch a towel and dry my hair, looking around. I should tidy up a bit. My scrubs are thrown over my chair, the bed is unmade. I change into a V-neck blouse and skinny jeans, slipping into a pair of black heeled ankle boots. I let my hair fall down my back in waves and add a touch of makeup, not overdoing it, preferring to blend in rather than stand out.

	Inside the bar, behind the long shiny counter, the wall is littered with bottles to cater to every taste, and the waiter rushes to take all orders and mix drinks. Music is played but not loud enough not to hear what the others say. I go with my usual honey whiskey. I even laugh at Andrew telling his doctor jokes. There are moments when I forget, but they never last. 

	Andrew puts his hand around my shoulder, and I stiffen. He takes his hand away and his lips purse in a tight smile.

	“I’m a bit tense.” I don’t know why I feel the need to justify myself. But he has been nothing but sweet to me.  

	I wobble on my feet, and he steadies me.

	“Someone had a bit too much to drink?” He smiles with a perfect set of white teeth, and the tension evaporates. Patting my necklace, he follows my movement.

	“You won’t heal if you don’t try.”

	Only Lindsey knows about my past. “What do you know about my pain?”

	He sighs, and I make my way through the throng of people, getting lost in the night. I guess even my alarm bells are inebriated. Cheers to alcohol.

	A black SUV catches the corner of my eye on my way home, and I freeze. It’s as if someone is looking at me from behind the windshield. I remain rooted in place, my survival instincts swimming in sweet whiskey. I try to peer inside, but the windows are tinted. Not bothering anymore, and with every muscle in my body screaming from exhaustion, I walk away. When I am in front of my building’s door, the car speeds away, and I shake off this strange feeling and go inside. Every now and then, I feel watched, but I’ve gotten used to it.

	At home, without bothering to undress, I crash into my bed.

	 

	***

	 

	I love hospitals, the sterile setting, the smell of antiseptic, the operating room. It’s perhaps the only place, besides a church, where people always hope and try their best. And I promised I would always do my best.

	Gathered in the lobby, Lindsey shifts from one foot to the other, her giddiness to start the fellowship infectious. But with every hour and cup of coffee, responsibility and hard work set in.

	Routine became my lifeline, along with long hours. Give me all the hours in the world to work, so I don’t have to think of anything else. Especially today. Today is the worst day on the calendar. But the day is not over, and I have to do my best not to break down. It’s a battle I seldom win. 

	I focus on the patient before me, a car crash victim with significant bone fractures and internal injuries. The team and I operate for ten hours, and the young man survives. Endurance, precision, and dexterity are not only mandatory but skills I honed over the years. My mentor has high hopes for me. It’s a known fact that I am his favorite. Another reason I’m sure I don’t have more friends. Dr. Yang always refers to me as what a renowned surgeon should be like: passionate, driven, determined. He always jokes, saying after his third failed marriage, he realized he was married to the job. He stopped trying. I have stopped wanting anything except this. Holding the surgical clamps in my hands to save someone gives me that jolt I need to get through each day. 

	“You did good in there. Your capacity to stay calm and focused under stress is admirable.” My mentor congratulates me on the good work with a tip of his chin.

	“Thank you.”

	“What are you going to do for the weekend?”

	“Visit my parents.”

	I perfected the lie over the years and don’t need pity.

	“Enjoy.”

	Outside the hospital, I watch the same SUV, a sleek, black Bentley, from the corner of my eye, and it’s getting frustrating. All I can see is a hand covered in black leather. Initially, I thought it was one of my father’s tactics to intimidate me. It never worked because, on that horrendous day, my loved ones died, one after the other. 

	My phone rings, and I see it’s from the nursing home. 

	“Is everything all right with Granny, Patty?” I ask, and my knees wobble. 

	She is my granny, even though not by blood, and if I still go to that godforsaken place, it’s to visit her. 

	“My dear, stop panicking every time they call you from here. I pushed some buttons, and they’re trying to fix my phone now.”

	The blood in my veins flows again at hearing Granny’s voice.

	“I’m coming tomorrow morning.”

	“Right on time to make our cookies.”

	I smile, and even if I can’t visit her as much as I want, she’s happy I am there. I told her everything, and I expected her to curse me. Instead, she hugged me, and we cried for a long time. She’s my family and the only link to . . . 

	I still stare at the car when Andrew blocks my view and kisses my cheek.

	“Enjoy your weekend.”

	“You too.” The black SUV speeds away in a heap of screeching tires. A mix of dread mixed with foreboding sets on my chest. That car is definitely following me. It wouldn’t be the first one.

	“Is something wrong?” he asks, and I shake my head. 

	Andrew opens and closes his mouth. He lets out a frustrated sigh. 

	“See you on Monday.” 

	He dips his chin, waving at me as he walks to his car. 

	At home, I pack for two days, and a small smile tugs at my lips when I am on the plane. It’s been two months since I last saw Granny, and even though she says she’s going to live to be one hundred, she’s eighty-four and getting frailer by the day.

	When I land, the sun’s rays feel like arrows dipped in lava on my skin. 

	I rent a car and drive to a bed and breakfast. 

	“Alessandra, you’re back. How have you been?” Miranda from the front desk asks.

	By the end of the chat, I always tell her to stop googling symptoms and go to a doctor. She never listens, even if, according to Google, she should have been dead a hundred times over.

	Before I get in my rental car, I come to a complete halt, blinking. Parker opens the door, and Stephanie and a little boy I have only seen in photos get out. I am frozen in place as she approaches me.

	“You didn’t leave me any other solution.”

	I haven’t seen her face in so long, and the seven years have made us all age in some depressing ways.

	I can’t take my eyes off Leon though. His hair is a wavy brown, his blue eyes with specks of green take me in with a note of curiosity.

	He waves at me, displaying a cute, perfect dimple on his right cheek. “Nice to meet you.”

	Tears flood my eyes, and I rush to him, kneeling before him.

	“Is it okay if I hug you?”

	“Yes, but not long, okay?”

	I smile through the pain and palm his cheeks.

	“You’re pretty, really pretty,” he says softly.

	“Thank you. Do you know who I am?”

	“My big sister, Alessandra.”

	His words cut through my heartstrings. “You’re very handsome yourself.”

	“I want to be strong.”

	I stand up on unsteady legs, hugging Stephanie.

	“Please, come visit us. Fabian’s too sick to get out of bed normally.”

	“I really have to go.”

	The sigh she lets out punctuates the air around us. “I understand.” 

	Leon hops in the back seat, but not before waving at me. “It was nice seeing you. I guess we’ll see each other in seven years?”

	With emotions holding me in a vise grip, I get in my car and drive toward the nursing home.

	Margaret’s already waiting for me, but something in her eyes sets my worry in motion.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing, my dear. Just thinking how awful it is to be alive and be a ghost.”

	The entire day, she looks at the door with sheer sadness and worry. Only when she tastes my cookies does she smile.

	“They’re perfect.”

	“That’s because I’m the only one who knows the secret ingredient.”

	“Vanilla root, a bit of rum, a sprinkle of crushed almonds.”

	“And a lot of love,” I finish, both of us smiling.

	She’s tired when we go to her room. Margaret picks up the photo of me and Hayden after we’d said I do. It’s a bittersweet moment. 

	“He was such a good boy.”

	He was the best.

	 


Chapter 22
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	I step out of my jet, and Ron looks around, always checking the perimeter with hawk eyes—ever the military man.

	I climb into the SUV, and Ron speeds away.

	I have lived in London, Singapore, and even New York for seven years, and now it’s time to extend my empire in Boston, but first, I have to take care of something. I’ve postponed it for too long. I hope Kieran and Cameron, my half-brothers, will be able to protect my half-sister, Aurora, for a bit longer before I can take her away. Her father Silas, a despicable piece of shit, sent the jet to pick her up too early from the all-girls school she had been sent to. A place it took years to find, and when I finally did, I arrived too late. I could only talk to her briefly, introducing myself as her uncle and giving her an untraceable cell. 

	I didn’t want to reveal my identity just yet. I would have had to if Silas had gone through selling her off to Delaney, another piece of shit who enjoys buying girls and turning them into his toys. But Kieran took Aurora under his care, giving me more time yet making it more difficult for me to give her the freedom she deserves. Being in the shadows always gives you an advantage. And I have vengeance to see to.

	I lived and breathed to save Aurora and can’t fail her. I failed enough people in my life. My family is dead because of me and because of her. Anger seeps through my blood in a stream of poison. This anger also made me the man I am today. Ruthless. At the back end of a gun pointed at me, I got shot. With the choice of the woman I loved, seeing my family eradicated is when I died. When the gun went off, I embraced my death, but I guess the devil intended me to wreak havoc before I left Earth. It was Raphael who dragged me out of the warehouse, half-dead. The next day, I woke up in a hospital, my biological parents at my side. I thought nothing more could have affected me. I was wrong. A few weeks later, when they were killed as well, I snapped. 

	I live for two things alone: revenge and my sister. And this is how the puppet became the puppet master. But even staying in the shadows, you never know who might try to get to you, especially since I have such power over the stock market. There is always someone trying. They end up dead, but that’s their problem, not mine.

	“How long are you planning to stay in Boston this time?”

	“Depends.”

	“Hayden.”

	My name out of his mouth is an attempt to reason with me. I don’t fucking care. Everyone needs to pay. Her the most. 

	He follows me inside the private elevator to my penthouse. When we reach my floor, I dismiss him.

	“Don’t do anything reckless,” he says as the elevator doors close.

	Reckless. How I hate that word. It brings up memories I wish I could forget.

	I step inside my office, big screens lining the walls. I sit down, and it’s the only time I am at peace when my brain is focused on numbers, transactions, and sweet success.

	Taking a glass and a bottle of whiskey from the cabinet, I pour myself a drink and stare outside at the city bathed in artificial lights. The city I will own. 

	Ticktock, Alessandra, your time is almost up. Feeling the sweet taste of revenge mixing with the alcohol, I let it burn my throat.

	The next morning, I drive toward my old apartment. I still have the other key. Her scent of jasmine and something sweet invades my nostrils, and now my dick gives a pretense of interest.

	Good to know you’re not completely dead. 

	I don’t know why I expected her to be tidy and organized, but her clothes are all over the place, her bed unmade. On what should have been my side of the bed is that damn teddy bear I won for her, around his arm, the bracelet. Emotions punch at my chest, bruising my dead heart. I drag a lungful of air, hurrying out of the bedroom. Her fridge is more empty than full. Suits her right, the stubborn woman, and a renewed anger surges through me.

	This isn’t my place anymore. She took hold of it as well.

	Not even one minute in her space and my mental stability threatens to tip into madness. I leave, getting in my Bentley Bentayga Speed—a black beast. I should go home and prepare for the meetings. Instead, I drive through the streets—aimless. Knowing too well who I am looking for doesn’t make it any better. She hopped on a plane, surely to visit my grandmother. She has not one fucking ounce of shame.

	I have watched her over the years, biding my time. You did more than that, my brain reminds me, but I shove that one moment of weakness away. Seeing her struggle to make ends meet shook something inside me I didn’t even think still worked, but then darkness settled in, and I preferred to be informed about her life rather than see her for myself. And yesterday, I had to watch that guy kiss her cheek. It’s a wonder he didn’t drool on her. She smiled at him, and my hands tightened on the wheel.

	 I was one second away from pulling my gun from the glove compartment and shooting him. I will take everything from you, Alessandra.

	It’s imprinted on my retina the image of her stepping outside the hospital, her hair pulled up in a ponytail. She’s gorgeous, period. It’s thrilling how she always senses the car, and she always has the same expression on her face, a mix of curiosity and irritation. I would never allow her to see me before she’s under my clutches, with no chance of escaping, but I have loved playing games with her the last few days.

	Inside the building I own, Ron waits for me in my office, holding two glasses, and we clink. 

	“It’s time.”

	His jaw sets in a hard line, and he lets out a long breath.

	“Hayden. Are you sure?” He tries for the hundredth time, but there is no persuading me.

	“Don’t step out of line.”

	He huffs. “Ah, fuck this. You’re alive. Look what you made of yourself. Bury the damn past already.”

	I curl my hands at my side, gritting my teeth. “She killed my family.”

	“Her father killed your family, and you’re taking care of that.”

	No doctor will ever figure out what Fabian has; therefore, he has no cure for the poison he drinks daily from his coffee. A few more doses and he will meet his end after suffering long and excruciating pain.

	“Man, let her be. I watched her over the years. Alessandra had a shitty life, alone, had to work to survive and still finished as valedictorian.” 

	I hate that I am proud she achieved that. Even prouder, I will be the one to take that away from her.

	“Before you do this, I have to show you something.”

	I snap my head toward him, and he raises his hands in front of him. “What did you keep from me?”

	“I kept it for exactly this moment.”

	He takes out his phone, and my fingers clasp around it. A video starts of her with my granny.

	“Alessandra.”

	“Hmm.”

	“I think it’s time to move on.”

	“From what? I am Alessandra Carrera . . . and I am his widow. I will never get past it.”

	I shove the phone into his chest. “Do you think this changes anything?” 

	“It should.”

	I storm outside with black thoughts swirling in my head and a heart beaten to a bloody pulp in my chest. 

	I take the jet, and in the air, I breathe through the onslaught of contradictory emotions her name unleashes in me. Protected by the cloak of night and a donation so big to buy me complete discretion, I can come and go whenever I want. My steps echo in the hallway of the nursing home, a thunder telling of my bad mood. 

	Inside my granny’s room, my chest heaves with my labored breaths.

	“Boy, you scared me.”

	“How can you allow her to visit you?” I ask, tugging at the top button of my shirt.

	“She’s as much family to me as you are.”

	“Don’t you dare—”

	She squints her eyes at me. “Do not talk to me that way. I am not one of your lackeys.”

	“She’s responsible, she . . .”

	“Make peace with your past, Hayden, before it consumes you.”

	I shut the door behind me and stride toward my car. She should have had the decency to stay away from my grandmother. 

	Dragging in a deep breath, I park on the street across from the bed and breakfast where she is staying. 

	Oh, Alessandra, let me show you what grief does to you. And this time, you can choose who stays alive. You can save only one.

	 


Chapter 23

	[image: Image]

	 

	When I leave Granny, an unsettling feeling weighs on me. During our visit, she kept sighing while looking at Hayden’s picture and saying, “It’s only you who can reach him. I hope you will forgive me.”

	I asked her what she was talking about and thought I might have to look through her file. Maybe dementia was setting in.

	But she waved me off and held me a tad longer and tighter before I left.

	I stop at a flower shop and park in front of the cemetery. I hate this road, this road I have taken so many times. No one answers me here. Silence is the loudest form of absence. This place is made for the living, not for the dead. I ask myself if it is to mourn them or mourn what they were to us. It’s just his family here. I don’t even have a place to come and talk to him. His body was never found. The second I see the headstones, tears cascade down my cheeks. I put the flowers down and take a seat next to the tomb.

	“I met my brother. He’s cute, and he’s your age.”

	I push through the onslaught of pain, holding me in a choke grip, telling them stories about my surgeries, my friends.

	Kissing my fingers, I press the tips on the headstone. “I’m sorry. See you next time.”

	I return to the car and drive toward the mansion, the impulse too strong to seize this time.   I tell my name to the guard, and he lets me pass with big eyes. It looks the same, and I stare at my balcony and memories invade me, of him, of us. I swallow the agony down and park. 

	When I’m in front of the door, Teresa opens it in a rush, crying. She hugs me while I remain immobile.

	“My girl, you look beautiful and so grown up. Do you eat enough? You’re skinny.”

	My lips twitch into a half smile as I hug her back. I am so done holding onto my resentment for people who had no choice either.

	Leon’s eyes widen as he rushes down the stairs and stops.

	He tips his head, eyebrows furrowing. “It hasn’t been seven years.”

	I lower myself to him, placing my palms on my knees. “No, but I thought, if you like, I could have dinner with you.”

	He takes my hand and pulls me toward the dining room. Stephanie blinks at me from the foot of the curved staircase and tears glisten in her eyes.

	“You came, you really came. Bring another plate for Alessandra.”

	It’s an entire commotion, and a familiar gravelly voice freezes me in place.

	“What’s happening here?”

	I dart to leave when Stephanie grabs my hand and pleads, “Do this for Leon, please.”

	Inhaling, I turn around. My eyes widen. His hair is white, and he has a cane, which he leans on. The moment his eyes find mine, he stutters my name.

	Pain envelops the room as he approaches. I thrust my hand out to stop him.

	“I came for my brother.”

	“Of course.”

	He limps toward the table, and the doctor in me itches to go through his file, but I ignore that easily in his case.

	My brother diffuses the tension. “This is the best day ever.” He brings a fork filled with salmon to his mouth. “My friends think I have an imaginary sister. Can we take a picture so I can show them?”

	I look over at Stephanie, who notices my incredulity. “He goes to a private school.”

	I nod, happy at least he will have a notion of normalcy.

	“I heard you’re the best doctor. I told my friends nothing could happen to me because you would always save me. You would, wouldn’t you?” he asks, his eyes filling with hope.

	“Every time.”

	“I knew it.”

	After dinner, he takes my hand and drags us down on the wool carpet.

	“Why are you crying? Please, don’t cry.” He looks right at me, and I find wetness when I touch my cheek.

	How can a monster create something so perfect and good, and how can I keep him that way? 

	Stephanie sits beside me, and I say, “He’s perfect.”

	“He takes after his sister.”

	“You did a fantastic job.”

	“Thank you.”

	My father slowly makes his way into the living room. I feel his gaze on me. The hairs on my neck stand up, and I force myself to remain seated. 

	“Could you heal my daddy too?” Leon whispers.

	I ball my hands into fists in my lap, and sensing my mood shift, he returns to playing.

	Stephanie places her hand on mine and squeezes it. “I miss you, Alessandra.”

	“I’m busy, and . . . I just can’t.”

	Suddenly, it’s too much, and I scramble upright. This carousel of contradictory emotions has me dizzy to the point of nausea. They both accompany me outside when my name out of my father’s mouth halts me.

	“Alessandra . . .”

	“Don’t.” 

	His head drops. “I might not get another chance.”

	“And I don’t care.”

	“I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I wanted to scare him. But it was Raul who went through with it. I had no idea.” Look at my father playing the victim, blaming someone else for his crimes. 

	I snort, walking out. Even if I don’t remember him ever saying please in my entire life, it changes nothing. I inhale and say over my shoulder, “Apologies could never earn my forgiveness. Nothing could.”

	In the car, I let out a scream and drive away. I should never have come.

	 


Chapter 24
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	I wait for her in the middle of the road, my ass propped against the hood of my car. Memories flood my brain. How often did I ride this road back and forth to see her? Even blindfolded, I could find my way. Over the sky, thick clouds blanket the moon, the stars flickering incessantly but none penetrate the gray wall. The only source of light is from my parked car. The forest went silent on each side of the road as if the animals were scoping out the intruder. A sense of relief unknots every tense muscle in my body. In the last seven years, I have never felt anything similar to ease. Whoever said revenge brings you nothing must have never done it right. No one will know what happened tonight. There are no cameras and no witnesses.

	Her headlights draw closer, and I push myself off the hood. She slams on her brakes and stumbles from the car, her eyes widen as they set on me.

	Her lashes flutter in an erratic rhythm. The shock must have paralyzed her self-preservation instinct. She doesn’t sense Ron sneaking to her side, pushing a needle in her neck and catching her as her body falls limp.

	He scoops her in his arms, and when he reaches me, I jerk my chin to the back seat. My men will take care of her car. I constructed an entire scenario for her to believe. How the authorities find the car at the bottom of the lake, and after days of searching for her in the water, they come to the most rational conclusion that the currents must have taken her away. But in this case, I am the current, dragging her toward hell on earth.

	My eyes peruse her slender body. She’s thin, too thin, and my chest constricts. I push through the momentary weakness, buckling her up.

	The moment my fingertips brush against her cheek, sparks shoot through me. Grinding my teeth, I snatch my hand away and get in the driver’s seat. It’s still night when we reach my mansion. I have bought acres of land, surrounded by hills and forest, a prison she won’t escape until I deem it time for her to leave. “How” and “if” remains to be seen.

	I built this house with her in mind. I was feeling gracious or, more precisely, malicious. She can see everything from her room, but she can only dream about freedom. The guard opens the wrought iron gate, and I drive down the long driveaway. Parking, I get out. 

	I pick her up and carry her bridal style inside the guest house, with Ron following close behind. Upstairs, I place her on the bed as Ron steps inside, his hands in his pockets.

	“I’ll always have your back, but this is wrong.”

	Striding to him, I grab my gun tucked in the back of my slacks and press the muzzle to his chest.

	“You work for me, never question me again, or next time, I’ll shoot you.”

	He tips his head and takes another glance at her.

	“You’ll be the one in charge of her.”

	It’s my punishment, and his jaw tics, but he leaves with a dip of his chin.

	I take a seat on the upholstered sofa. She whimpers in her sleep, my name out of her mouth, a curse I am going to live up to. 

	During the night, she stirs awake. 

	Our eyes connect, and my chest twists, firing a ball of anger through my body. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to grasp the calmness that seems out of reach. She blinks at me again, as if to push through the fog veiling her senses. I expected her to reach for her head. The sleeping drug creates one hell of a headache, I have been told. She extends her hand to me and goes limp.

	Did she just pass out?

	Standing up, I go to her side of the bed. Pressing two fingers on her neck, I feel her steady pulse. My eyes fall on a necklace. I lift it between my fingers, and her wedding ring is looped around. I fist my hand around it, my chest heaving with the symbolism, all the promises and vows that shattered long ago—a lifetime we didn’t get to live. Unfastening it, I snatch it away. Having had enough of her presence stirring something in me I don’t want to uncover, I leave her and go into my house, where Magdalena, my housekeeper, greets me.

	“Would you like something to eat, sir?”

	“It’s the middle of the night, go to sleep. I can fetch something for myself.”

	“Should I prepare something for your guest?”

	“She’s not my guest,” I snarl through gritted teeth.

	“Would you like her to starve instead?”

	I don’t know why they still try to reach my humanity. That was slaughtered years ago and buried so deep, no excavator can dig it out. I intend her stay to be prolonged agony, so I don’t rule out starving her.

	I place her necklace in my wall safe, hidden behind a shelf. My phone rings, and I pick up at Raphael’s name flashing on the screen.

	“So, how’s my fiancée doing?” 

	This guy really wants to die. But I need him at the head of the cartel. I value my privacy, and ruling from the shadows is too much to jeopardize that. But with the right incentive, like if he keeps calling her that, I just might end him.

	“Did I hit a soft spot? I thought you didn’t have those any longer.” 

	The asshole who’s the sole kingpin of the Moreno cartel conveniently forgets he’s there because I helped him get there, after I killed his father. It was also my money, my connections that kept all the others in line.

	“What do you want, Rafe?”

	“Fuck you. I wanted to know how you are?”

	“Better now.”

	“I heard about the old man. I surely don’t want to be on your shit list.”

	“Then stop antagonizing me.”

	“Thanks for the reminder. You’re an arrogant asshole.”

	“And thanks to me, you are where you are. The head of the Moreno cartel. How’s living the dream?” Irony drips from my tongue. 

	“Everything I expected. At least one of us is living his dream.”

	Asshole. I hang up and undress. The hot shower spray cascades down my back, and the pressure in my cock ever since I saw her is unbearable. 

	I crash on the bed and stare at the ceiling. Sleep so out of reach, I forwent chasing it a long time ago.

	 


Chapter 25
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	With half-open eyes, I caress my temples, a headache throbbing between them. I dreamed about Hayden, and my heart surges forward from the usual spot in a corner. Suddenly I am wide awake, and terror overtakes me. I am not in my bed—it’s too comfy and decadent with silk sheets. I shoot into a sitting position. The view in front of me leaves me breathless. Beyond the floor-to-ceiling window, a breathtaking green scenery opens. But it doesn’t hold my attention for long, as more pressing matters take over the front of my mind. 

	Where am I? What happened? Why can’t I remember?

	Panic settles in my core and I get out of bed, darting toward the door. It’s open. Taking one more glance behind me, a deep voice crashes through me. I’ll never forget that voice.

	“Going somewhere?”

	In slow motion, I turn around and freeze. My ears pound, hyperventilating as goose bumps break out on my body. My hand goes automatically to my neck, but my anchor is missing—my necklace with my wedding ring is gone.

	“Hayden?”

	Time stretches between us, distorting everything. It’s not a fluid movie but a slow-motion jigsaw picture. Realizing he’s alive, I have an out-of-body experience. Similar to when I lost my first patient, I watch my heart flatline. But I don’t hurry to attempt a resurrection. I raise my hand to confirm my time of death. Eight a.m. I swallow the ball of agony and incredulity past my dry throat.

	He cocks his head, fixing his dead eyes on me. I embrace myself, coldness chilling my bones. There is something vicious in his rugged presence behind his black button-down shirt, gray pants, and elegant leather shoes that scream of the best fabrics and reveal a toned body. In front of me is Hayden, the man. All chiseled features and sharp edges. The boy was beautiful, the man is lethal. 

	Did I trip into an alternate universe? What is this?

	With his hands in his pockets, he strides to where my legs sprouted roots. Those eyes I love the most have turned into a deserted forest, not one filled with wonder and magic but of darkness. His upper lip twitches.

	I pinch myself, just to make sure this is really happening. The sting only confirms what I was too afraid to accept.

	“You’re alive,” I whisper in a broken voice.

	I have been numb until now, but not anymore. How could he be alive and not tell me?

	“Did you miss me, wife?” At the derision threading through his question, I just want to back in a corner and stay there for a while to regroup. Have I lost my mind?

	“You’re alive.”

	“Surprise.” His mocking reply wedges a knife between my ribs, twisting it with his harsh tone.

	“I have to go back. I have a shift tomorrow,” I stutter.

	His cruel laugh erupts all around us. “Not going to happen.”

	I squint my eyes at him, not believing that first, he’s alive and second, who is this guy?

	Anger blasts the confusion to smithereens—a wrecking ball hitting me from all sides.

	“Are you fucking kidding me? You’re alive, and then you kidnap me. And, yes, it’s going to happen.”

	He arches an eyebrow at me, and he gestures for someone behind him. It’s Ron—now a somber man. Every hard feature has lost the easy-going vibe he used to have. He smiles at me from the corner of his mouth, while still looking more at Hayden than at me. 

	“How are you?”

	He opens his mouth to answer when Hayden booms, “This is not a reunion.”

	Just like that, Ron’s face turns into an unreadable mask and gives him a tablet. 

	Hayden shows it to me. “You’re dead to the world outside these walls.”

	My hand flies to my mouth. I watch a video on the tablet as my rented car is pulled out of the lake, with divers going in and out of the water.

	“That wasn’t even my car.”

	Strange how this is the first thing that comes out of my mouth.

	“Who cares.”

	“Why are you doing this?”

	“I don’t know. It must have something to do with the fact you murdered my entire family.”

	I flinch back.

	“Why now?”

	I can’t believe I spent seven years of my life mourning for a person who is alive and who’s turned out to be vindictive and cruel. But, oh, the guilt rears its head. You deserve this, this is your punishment.

	“I’m sorry,” I whisper, shoulders slumped.

	My father’s face appears before me, and as I look at Hayden, it’s the same posture I had when he said that to me. Forgiveness is not only out of reach; it’s trapped in another dimension. And not even saying sorry a million times could grant me access.

	“Curious to find out why you’re here?” he taunts me.

	I am sure I don’t want to know. In my dreams, and I had so many of them, when we would reunite, we would love each other and heal together. But dreams are dreams, and my reality pushes toward a nightmare. Maybe it’s my guilt. Maybe it’s the love flickering in my heart for him. Maybe he will heal after he’s done punishing me for my deeds, but I’m up for whatever he deems appropriate. I will take the punishment. I have been dying to be punished. 

	He approaches me and lifts my chin with two fingers. He puts the tablet in front of me and pictures of all the people I care about line on the screen. 

	“You can do whatever you want with me. Let them be.” I clench my hands in his shirt, begging him.

	“Knowing you, you will save your brother, the innocent one.”

	“Don’t.”

	“You’ll stay here until you choose which one I should kill first. The last one survives, and then you’ll be free.”

	My mouth dries, my pulse skyrocketing, deafening me. “What is wrong with you?”

	“You are what’s wrong with me.”

	I push at his chest, but he remains an unmovable object. Frustration piles over anger and confusion. He wraps his hand around my neck, loose enough to allow me to breathe but tight enough with implications that have me backpedaling. My back hits the wall of windows, caging me between his chest and glass. I struggle from his grip and try to push him off me in vain. 

	He brings the tablet to my face. “Should we start with Andrew?”

	I watch as Andrew’s picture changes to a live feed, and a red dot appears on his chest as he walks to what I assume is his apartment building. 

	“Don’t please, don’t.”

	He shrugs, smirking. “Well, then, you’ll never be free. But who knows, with a good incentive . . .” He lets the unspoken plant a seed of dread, sowing in my mind.

	I stop struggling in his arms. The fight in me gone. He takes a step back, brushing his shirt with the back of his hand, as if erasing my unwelcome touch. He leaves, and my knees give up on me. I plummet to the floor, covering my face, sobbing. 

	Ron crouches in front of me.

	“Please tell me this didn’t happen. Please.”

	“I’m sorry, Alessandra.”

	“Why is he like that? Did I do this?”

	Ron purses his lips and follows Hayden out. I am frozen in place, time trickling with the knowledge I am a captive—a prisoner to satisfy his desire for revenge. 

	A woman appears in my peripheral vision carrying a tray filled with food. Nausea fills my mouth. How can I eat? I jump to my feet, take the tray from her hands, and hurl it at the window, the content creating a grotesque painting, but it doesn’t break the glass. Through hidden speakers, I hear his voice.

	“Keep it up. The more you scream, the happier it makes me.”

	“You’re a monster.”

	“And you’re in the monster’s lair.”

	The woman rushes out, returning with cleaning equipment. I run down the stairs and try to open the front door, but it’s locked.

	“You can’t escape.”

	“I will, you monster.”

	“Are we getting personal?”

	I will find a way. I won’t stay here a minute longer with this man who’s somehow replaced the boy I loved the most. Punishing me is one thing, but I won’t stand for him threatening to kill innocent people.

	“I want a fucking divorce,” I shout.

	His rich, sharp laughter bounces from wall to wall.

	“A dead woman doesn’t need divorce papers.”

	A click later, the house turns silent. The woman says with a smooth accent, “I’m Magdalena. I will bring you another plate.”

	“Where are we?”

	“Florida.”

	We’re still in the States. That’s good. Don’t panic. Think, Alessandra.

	I survived one monster. I will survive you too, husband. Nothing could break me further. 

	Famous last words.

	Back in my room, I pace around. My mind is a complete mess, not to say my heart isn’t. I had no idea it could break further, but the pieces cut at my insides, leaving my heart in a bloodied pile. My strength seeps out of my body, and I sink onto the edge of the bed, holding my head between my hands. Hayden’s alive. But can a person still be alive while being dead inside? I can’t believe he has been alive for the last seven years, while I cried for him, mourned and grieved him, until it became the very air my lungs breathed in, pain mixed with an apathy toward life. That asshole ruined that for me, making a mockery out of my pain, my guilt, my grief when they have been my anchor. 

	I don’t know how much time passes, lost in the fog of my mind. When Ron walks in, his eyes take me in with concern. “Are you okay?”

	I huff and toss my hands in the air. “Do I look like I’m okay?”

	“I tried to reason with him.”

	I have the slight impression there is no reasoning with him. Not anymore.

	“I can’t stay here. I have to go back.”

	“There is no way out, not until he lets you out.”

	“Why are you doing this?”

	Ron steps in front of the window. “I’m loyal to him.”

	I look at his back, and he continues. “Some people just change with time, and friendship fizzles out. Everyone goes on their separate paths . . . when I came back from another deployment . . .” He pauses, flattening his palm on the glass. “I wasn’t the same, he wasn’t the same, and we fell into a different friendship.”

	“He’s turned into a monster.” My voice breaks, and my entire body can’t stop shaking.

	Ron turns toward me, and I try to appeal to his humanity. “Please, help me.”

	“Don’t overestimate my care for disloyalty. I would do anything for him. What he has done, what he will do, I will execute the orders.”

	I blink at him, taking in his jaded eyes, his solemn attitude. The funny boy died in him too. I cry for the men they could have become, if it weren’t for the circumstances they were put in. I won’t find excuses for them. It was their choice as well, but sometimes we make decisions we don’t know the outcome of and then must deal with the consequences of those actions.

	I lie curled on my side on the bed and close my eyes, my old companion, pain, swallowing me whole. 

	 


Chapter 26
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	“Alessandra hasn’t eaten since she got here.” Magdalena looks at me from my office door, her hands in her apron. She has the type of eyes where you know what she’s thinking without her uttering a word. Even though she doesn’t know who Alessandra is to me, she detests that I keep Alessandra by force.

	“Then let her starve.”

	She gasps, and Ron rises from his chair and rounds my office desk, standing next to me at the window. 

	He squeezes my shoulder. “Is this your grand plan, to let her starve?”

	I did tell her I’d offer her some incentive. It’s as good as any. Starvation causes atrocious pain. Something nudges me, maybe it’s the flicker of humanity still alive in me, or maybe it’s just ever since I laid my eyes on her, I could feel that switch, a pull that maddens me.

	“Prepare a tray.”

	“Right away, sir.”

	I watch my men patrolling, rifles strapped on their sides, the dogs next to them, when Ron says, “What is your plan, anyway?”

	I don’t have the answer to that. He did his job. He made sure she’s here in my grasp. 

	“You can leave. Take some days off.”

	He lifts his eyebrows. Ron might think he lost his heart after all he had to do in the name of freedom, but his is just hardened by layers of guilt and trauma. Mine is not there anymore.

	“And leave you with her?”

	I cock my head at him. “You don’t trust me?”

	“When it comes to her, not necessarily. The hurt blinds you, and I don’t want you to do something you can’t come back from.”

	I have a one-way ticket straight to hell. I am too far gone to even care.

	“Take a few days off.” My harsh tone doesn’t allow room for any negotiation.

	“Fine.”

	He leaves, and I shove my hands in my pockets, fisting them. Something happens in me when I know I will see her any second. Something I fucking loathe. 

	Magdalena returns with a tray filled with various food items, and together, we walk down the cobblestone path toward the guest house.

	“Leave,” I say to her and punch in the code, taking the stairs to her room.

	Alessandra lies curled on her side, her dark brown hair flowing down her side, hand tucked under the pillow. She appears tiny and vulnerable, and my chest constricts. I place the tray on the round table in front of the sofa with more force than necessary. If she doesn’t eat, I am going to shove food down her throat. I slump on the sofa, losing any notion of time as I watch her. My mood blackens. She’s like a disease, spreading through my veins, affecting all my organs. There is no escape.

	“What am I going to do with you?”

	It shouldn’t have been spoken out loud. My lips flatten when she stiffens. The liar is not asleep.

	“In case you missed it, let me clarify. I don’t want to see you,” she snarls.

	I cock my head to the side, and her anger feeds that part inside me that has lived only for revenge.

	I stand up and lean into her, palms on each side of her face. She’s beyond beautiful, those blue eyes drowning me in their depths, framed by curled lashes, elegant nose, pouty lips, and delicate cheekbones. A beautiful ruin. 

	My mouth is just an inch away from her ear and goosebumps erupt on her skin. I should be thrilled by how I still affect her. Still, it pisses me off that I enjoy it. A flash of her jumping in my arms passes through my head, and I growl, finally snapping out of the trance.

	“Eat.”

	She straightens up in bed, pushing at the hair that has fallen in her face. With crossed arms, she pins her eyes on mine, irritating me. Her defiance is sexy, and a bit stupid as well. She wants it the hard way, no problem.

	I place the tray on the bed, and she eyes the breakfast with hunger. Her eyes find the knife. A surge of adrenaline rushes through me. I hope she picks it up and does something stupid. Survival instinct doesn’t care about reason.

	I antagonize her further. “I’m not leaving until you eat.”

	Fury explodes in her eyes, and she picks up the knife. She stares at it with a glint. I think she might attack me, instead she digs into a pancake and fucking smiles at me victoriously. She won this round. I storm out, her laughter trailing after me. What the fuck happened in there?

	Throughout the day, I lock myself in my office. Switching from looking at her on the cameras installed everywhere to the stock market to approving the construction plans for a new building, my mind drifts to her, like an alcoholic incapable of walking straight. Every hour I succeed in staying put, I pocket as a win.

	When night drapes its blackness over the sky, I retire to my bedroom, not tired at all.

	My restlessness has something to do with her. Stepping out on my terrace, I have a direct vantage point to her room. What is she doing now?

	All lights are turned on, and she rushes up and down the stairs. I march to her, pressing the code and halt in the hallway. She moved the furniture around.

	I follow her upstairs to her room, where she presents me with her ass clad in skinny jeans as she tries to shift the sofa.

	“What the fuck are you doing?”

	She turns to me, and smiles, fucking smiles, disarming me for a moment.

	“Since this is going to be my home, I thought I would arrange it as I want it.”

	“You can’t do that.”

	“I don’t need your permission.” I arch a challenging brow, which she ignores before continuing, “And I need some fresh air.”

	“Stop.”

	She keeps that bright smile on. It’s her fucking smile, her sweet attitude that slays through me. This is not how things were supposed to be.

	She approaches me, tilting her head. “I haven’t grieved for nothing, seven years of my life . . .”

	“Stop.”

	“I can’t, because I refuse to accept that you’re dead, while you’re still alive.”

	She raises her hands and cups my face, weakening me. I hate it. I dart to yank her hands away, but instead I press mine on her.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“I don’t care if you’re sorry.”

	“I know deep inside, you still love me, and I won’t rest until I get him back.”

	Her arms sneak around me, and my insides are at war. Her presence rips through my chest, pulling my ribs apart, baring me to my soul. I push her aside, my body convulsing. I have allowed no one to hug me, kiss me. She took that too.

	“Hayden . . .”

	She knows she fucked up the moment she finds my gaze, and she backtracks. 

	“Tell me, is this your grand plan to manipulate me?”

	“I don’t have a plan.” The lie slips from her mouth, but she looks at me with eyes full of innocence. I back her into the window. I ordered them extra inclined. If you get too close, you’ll have the impression you’ll fall. Her hands clutch my arms.

	Turning her around, I pin her to the window.

	“Hayden, stop.”

	“Nothing you could do or say would stop me.”

	“You really hate me, don’t you?”

	“Did you think I would feel differently?”

	She wriggles under me, and the stupid part of me called my dick likes that. One moment she remains perfectly still, the next she rubs herself against me. I grip her thighs and her mouth parts, a moan escaping her. How the fuck am I going to torture this woman when one moment I want to punish her, the next to fuck her?

	My mouth almost touches her earlobe, her skin so tempting, so near, just one more inch, but I’d never give her the satisfaction. “So desperate for a fuck?” 

	“Stop being cruel. Just stop. I know you still love me.”

	I toss her on the bed and crawl on top of her. 

	“Kiss me,” she says breathlessly.

	I slide my thumb along her lips, and those eyes that star in every one of my nightmares lock on mine. I pull myself from her hypnotic allure.

	“Come back to me.”

	She’s so utterly lost in me. I pin her hands above her head and yank the nightstand open. I cuff her hands to the bedposts. It’s when I smirk, she realizes something is off. She thrashes in bed, and I do the same to her legs.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Teaching you a lesson.”

	Disappointment flickers in her eyes, and then she calms down.

	“Give me your worst.”

	“Not yet, but soon.”

	I rush back to my place and put all I need in a bag. Tonight, she’s going to see how mentally depraved I have become.
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	Seconds turn into minutes, smashing my sanity. A realization slips through my fogged mind. I have to reach the boy in him and for that, I have to find that girl in me he has loved for this nightmare to end. And maybe his salvation will come with my freedom. He has to know I would never make a choice like that again. I’d rather die. 

	But as I lie in bed, cuffed, I am not so sure it will work. He actually cuffed me. I pull at my restraints and swallow back the hiss. We had a moment, and he stomped on it, but I have to get through to him. And I will. 

	Heavy steps thump on the stairs. Hayden has filled out so well; he even smells different, more seductive, richer with a touch of musk and bergamot, less the boy I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. In his place is a beautiful monster that is set on destroying me. There were so many alternatives to my plan, and something tells me I am going through all of them until my time here is up. He drops a black bag at his feet, and I want to ask, “Can you do it when the time comes? Kill me?” But I am not ready for the answer. Perhaps I am not ready to face my situation. He rolls his shirt sleeves up to his elbows, revealing corded muscle and prominent veins that have me entrapped. He bends to pick something from the bag. It’s a pair of scissors and every nerve ending in my body strains.

	“Afraid?”

	“Should I be?”

	He crawls on top of me. My mind is on full alert, but my body just loves his delicious weight on mine. That is definitely not good. He wears a smirk that I want to wipe off his chiseled, clean-shaven face. The scissors rip through my shirt, revealing my nude bra, which he cuts in the middle, exposing my breasts. He gets lower, doing the same to my jeans and thong. I lie naked on the pile of ruined clothes. He tosses the scissors away. They clank on the floor with a ring of warning for what’s to come.

	His finger trails from my neck down to the valley of my breasts and his eyes, those blue orbs in contrast with that golden gleam, show he loves to have this power over me. But there is more, something darker in them.

	Without warning, he tweaks my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, pulling at the pointed nub. When he dips his head and takes one in his mouth, I moan.

	“You like this, don’t you?”

	My body is reduced to wanting the pleasure, not caring it’s given by the man who I start to believe is after my pain more than my pleasure.

	It feels good, and I raise my hips, but he bites down on my nipple, pulling it through his teeth. I gasp at the tinge of pain, but he switches back to giving me pleasure, sucking gently. It’s maddening, yet not enough. He leaves me squirming on the bed and shuffles for something in the bag.

	He turns my face to the other side and whispers in my ear.

	“I’ll blindfold you.”

	“You wouldn’t.”

	It’s as if he wanted this exact answer. He blindfolds me. Everything intensifies.

	Licking my lips, I whisper, “I trust you.”

	“You shouldn’t.”

	He rolls both of my nipples and places something on them. A slight vibration hums around my pointed nubs, but the bite remains. It feels good, even though the pinch is still there, and my chest feels heavier with every second.

	His thumb swipes at my slit. “Already wet for me. And I haven’t even begun.”

	I shift in my restraints, and then he slips two fingers through my soaked folds.

	I moan as they fill me. I forgot how good it could be since I refused to self-pleasure, and now it feels too much and not enough. He presses his thumb on my clit, drawing circles, and I arch my hips up. I am hyper aware of every sensation rushing through my core.

	“Look how your greedy pussy drenches my fingers. You want me to fuck this pussy?”

	“Yes,” I moan.

	“I will give it to you then.”

	For a moment I think he will give me what I want, but a sadistic chuckle rings in my ears as he pulls his fingers out.

	A low buzz penetrates the air, and he pushes something inside me. He lets a vibrator fuck me, not him, and I deflate. A whoosh in the air, and my skin burns at the whip crashing on my belly. The intensity. Both the vibrator and the whip send me in two different directions. Pleasure and pain, tearing me apart. I trip over my breath to stay anchored in pleasure, while the leathery material marks my thighs, my breasts.

	“Hayden, please . . .” I don’t even know what I am begging for at this point. 

	“You pleading won’t help.” 

	His voice deepens, turning guttural. I buck at the hardest whip yet, landing on the side of my breast. My skin is burning, my clit is buzzing. He must have set the vibration too low because I can’t find release. And that’s the whole point. My skin breaks into a sweat, my breathing becomes labored. I chase my release, but it remains just out of reach. He’s punishing me.

	“I always held back then . . . when I’d rather worship you than mark you . . . but now you’ll wear every mark I deem satisfying for me.”

	“You held back?” It hurts thinking I was not enough to satisfy him. I go back to the one time he spanked me. I remember I enjoyed it, wanting more, but I was ashamed of asking, and he never did it again.

	“Stop being dramatic. I was someone else, and you were my fucking world.”

	Past tense. I turned from being his world to being his hell. But that makes me want to be brave enough to take everything he’ll cast my way. To give him pleasure after being the reason for his greatest pain. 

	He takes the blindfold off, towering over me. He looks like a sculpted angry god. A perfect specimen of a man. He lets the whip drop, and his eyes travel over my body with half-lidded eyes. 

	“Do you like the marks now? How do I look with them?”

	That hungry, possessive look melts me. A strange notion of pride overcomes me. My nipples burn from the clamps but also from his heated gaze. I can’t believe I want more, and I wet my dry lips. I could stare at him and forget about the world. His body is ripped, and I want my hands on him. My legs begin to tremble when the vibrator stops and then starts again, maddening me.

	I want him in me, like in my dreams—to feel his weight pressed on me.

	With my eyes on him, he undresses, agonizingly slow, while I stew in my need for more. He’s a vision of male beauty with planes of ridges and a carved torso. He unzips his pants, taking himself out. He jerks his shaft in punishing strokes. A small victory for me, but if I’ve learned anything, he will rectify it quickly, doing something to prove to both of us he is the uncaring bastard.

	“Look at you. At my mercy, wanting a release. Tell me, how much do you want it?”

	“So bad. Please, Hayden.”

	A bead of pre-cum leaks, and I dart my tongue out, taking him by surprise. The head of his cock traces my lips. So dirty yet making me so wanton. I can only take a swipe before he takes his cock away, leaving me wanting. I groan and a smirk spreads on his face. Mesmerized by him stroking himself and aware of my body craving an orgasm, I writhe in bed, wanting a bit of friction. Something, anything. 

	“You don’t deserve release. Earn it first.”

	“Then tell me how,” I whine.

	He grips the headboard with one hand, the other pumps his cock. Muscles taut, he comes all over my belly in a low groan, painting me in his release. He dips his finger in it, drawing his release over my lips. My tongue peeks out, licking the sticky cum from my lips and his fingertip. To see that look of pure lust in his eyes fills me with delight. He feeds me another scoop of his cum, his eyes taking on a note of awe. Yes, stay like this with me. 

	“Look at you, desperate to be fed my cum. So insatiable . . .”

	“More . . .”

	“You eat it all like a good girl.” 

	“I’m your good girl.”

	He’s transfixed as he trails a path with his finger from my lips to my neck, down each nipple, to my pussy that drenches the vibrator. Coming between my legs, he pushes it in and out, sucking on my clit.

	“I need . . . I really need . . .”

	 His teeth bite into my sensitive skin on the inside of my thigh, leaving another mark. “I know what you need but show me what a good girl you can be and be patient.”

	A shudder rocks through me at that sinfully low voice, at the heat that courses through my veins, at him calling me his good girl. This is not Hayden the boy, but Hayden the man, and I might have begun my sexual life with the former, but I will reach the peak with the latter. It’s both thrilling and scary. 

	A whoosh escapes my mouth when his palm lands on my pussy. After the third slap, my back arches up, my toes curl. What is he doing to me? The pain and pleasure create an addicting combination. He plays with my pussy, thumb going up and down my slit, and I squirm on the bed, thrashing my head from one side to the other. How can he be still so in control when I am a wet mess?

	He tears himself from me, turning his back to me, breathing heavily. Taking a seat on the edge of the velvet sofa, I feel his intense gaze between my legs. The vibrator is set too low. I stir in my restraints, unable to come. Desperate to do so. 

	I lose any notion of time as he stares at me, enjoying the show my body, frantic for release, offers. My chest heaves with my labored breaths, a sheen of sweat breaks on my skin. 

	I shake so badly with the need to come. “Hayden, please . . .”

	“So greedy and impatient. Patience is a virtue . . .”

	This type of sweet torment will make me go insane. When he stands up, my clit tingles in anticipation. Every inch of my body breaks into goosebumps. He has delayed my orgasm to the point of breaking me apart mentally and physically. He frees my nipples, sucking them softly, the moan that was at the tip of my tongue breaking free. 

	“Do you deserve to come?”

	I sag, tears gathering. “No.”

	“Weak idiot,” I hear him mumble before he descends on me. His hands on my waist anchor me as he lowers his face down my aching body. And it only takes a sweep of his tongue over my sensitive nipples, a lick of his tongue on my clit, a flick of his thumb to increase the speed, and I fall apart, my vision blackening. 

	Thrashing in my bindings, the cuffs clang against the frame. I cry out, body spasming as I ride the aftershocks. I’ve never experienced pleasure this intense. 

	He cracks his stiff neck and pulls the vibrator out of me. The squelching sound makes it obvious how wet I am, how hard I came. This experience propelled me to a high I never experienced. It’s consuming. When he frees my hands, the blood rushes back into my limbs, and I massage the throbbing spots. 

	Tears well up after the intense experience, and I need something else, but asking tenderness from my tormentor would be stupid.

	“Hayden . . .” I’m so confused.

	“You’ll never get what you crave most out of these sessions. Me holding you.”

	I see the struggle in him, but it vanishes quickly. He dresses hurriedly, leaving me and breaking my already blown to shreds heart. This is his true punishment, but I hang on to the hope I will break him down, and don’t think about anything else. Not the pain that felt freeing and brought a pleasure unbound, not him denying me himself. Nor the night stealing him from me. 

	For a few moments, we offered each other an escape from the nightmare. I roll out of bed, carrying the shadows of my orgasm with every step.

	In the marbled bathroom, I catch sight of my body in the big mirror. Pinkish marks, glistening folds, painted belly, flushed skin—a satisfied body holding a decimated heart. A blinding need to be held by him shackles me, but he hates me. Don’t expect anything from him when you owe him lives. 

	I get in the glass-enclosed shower, and I remember his plan of making me choose whom he can kill to regain my freedom, and I scrub at my skin until it’s red. I don’t know how to reach him. Is this my hell? Did I die, somehow, and I ended in this place? Is this me repaying my sin of having loved him? I was selfish enough to make that horrible choice no one should ever have to make. 

	I dab at my eyes, surely they must be teary, but they are dry instead. But the pain remains, an invisible layer under the skin, and that is something no medicine can heal. In the walk-in closet, I find various clothes arranged by section and in my size. Picking up a top and shorts as pajamas, I get under the covers, sleep giving me a welcome reprieve.

	The next morning, Magdalena comes inside, carrying a tray of food. 

	“Would you like to go out?” she asks. 

	I furrow my brows. I didn’t know I was allowed out. 

	“You can go out, but you have to eat first.”

	Of course, it comes with a stipulation. My freedom is in his hands.

	“Is there anything else you want?”

	I shake my head. No one can offer me what I truly want. Only him, and he’s too busy tormenting me.

	I eat a bit and replay what happened between us . . . that I enjoyed what he did to me. He’s been my only sexual partner, but we used to make love. This . . . this was something else. 

	Confused, guilty, wretched—that’s how I feel. The strange thing is I liked all of it. I just craved to be soothed afterward. I didn’t know there was a difference between being numb and not caring.

	When I take the steps downstairs into the open living room, I caress the shelves filled with books. Maybe tomorrow. Today, I can’t . . . today, I just have to get through this day.

	I am curious if the door is open, and I take a cautious step outside. 

	I expect at any moment someone will stop me, to bring me back. But no one does. 

	Men patrol the grounds, some ignoring me, some peeking at me stealthily. I inspect the meadow behind the house. Dropping down, I wrap my hands around my legs and place my head on my knees. It’s peaceful, and I soak it all in. With a clearer head, I realize two things and it stabs my chest repeatedly. He won’t give himself to me. I’m nothing more than a toy to satisfy his perverse need. And he will keep me here indefinitely. I can’t have that. 

	I won’t stay here and play his sick games. 

	 


Chapter 28
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	From my home office, I watch her through the window. She sits in the middle of the meadow, looking lost. I allowed her out, even after saying she can’t. She can’t entertain me if she starves herself and I knew she couldn’t resist going out. She came apart so beautifully after a long, intense session of edging. Alessandra didn’t deserve to come that quick, but I guess I am still fucking weak for her. 

	Ron storms inside. None of us expected me to call him this quick.

	“What did you do?”

	The fury coils around him, and I shrug. Offered her the best orgasm of her life and left. But that moment of indecision to not tend to her has fucking haunted me.

	“That woman chose you, knowing what it would mean . . .”

	“Just make sure she’s okay. I’m going to be away for a few days.”

	I leave for Boston, needing to clear my damn head. I work from my new building, the headquarters from which both my investment company and my real estate business operate. But my focus is shit. My mind drifts to her, to her sweet moans filling my ears, to that creamy skin rosy from the bite of leather. It took every bit of restraint not to sink into her. 

	With sheer determination, I get through the day. 

	After I park my car in front of The Syndicate’s infamous compound, I step out. A guard lets me in and provides directions to their office. I am meeting with my brothers under the premise of doing business. They have no idea that we are related as my biological parents were killed before my brothers learned about my existence. They have enormous influence in the underworld, feared and respected. Power. I guess the golden boys turned into powerful criminals. A flicker of pride ignites at their evolution. 

	Inside, I shake Kieran’s hand in a firm grip. He’s the copy of our father, Ethan: sharp features, the same inquisitive blue eyes with flickers of green. Kieran gestures to a chair, and I unbutton my jacket. 

	“I hope your wife is all right?” 

	He postponed our meeting because of that. And I can’t just go without knowing if Aurora is all right. My half-sister is married to one of my half-brothers. 

	Cameron snaps his head from me to Kieran with an elegant arched brow at my interest. There’s something about my other half-brother that simmers on low. His classically elegant features remind me of my biological mother, yet he takes more after his father. Being in their presence brings to the forefront of my mind that I didn’t have much time with my biological parents. Loss, so much fucking loss, shackling me. Yet here I am, interested in connecting with them, bound by blood and a sense of protection and family. 

	They still haven’t figured out my intentions, and they won’t until I am ready to divulge who I am. 

	“She’s doing better.” Kieran gnashes his teeth. “Something to drink?”

	“A glass of scotch.” 

	After he pours the drinks, we all take a sip with tension coiling around us. “What can I do for you?”

	“The money I make on the markets is a lot more than I earn from real estate.” 

	“How much are we talking?” Cameron baits me, and the corner of my mouth arches into a smile. They’re good, but I am better at these games. 

	“The exact amount you have on your report about me,” I say in a no-nonsense voice. 

	“We have to do our homework.”

	“I did mine as well, on the banker, the mafia heir, and the star politician. Everyone knows about the three of you. Behind those masks hide the leaders of the most feared Syndicate in the country.” Kieran is the bank owner, Cato is the mafia heir and must surely cement his reign of terror some more, if he’s not present for this meeting, and Cameron, the star politician.

	Kieran takes a file from his desktop. “Fifty million a month.”

	“I’m also looking for a better interest rate,” I add.

	“That is a lot of money to move around.”

	I nod, and after we settle the last details, he opens a bank account for me. 

	“I heard your parties are legendary. Nights of sex and games and whatever tickles your fancy.” My dig that I know stuff I shouldn’t doesn’t go unnoticed.

	Kieran’s jaw clenches, staring at me. I raise my palms. “Word gets around.” There’s a tipping point with men like us. And something tells me Kieran and I are similar in that aspect.

	“Then tonight, you won’t be disappointed. But if you heard correctly, you know phones aren’t allowed.”

	He presses a button under the table, and one of the security guards comes inside. I hand my phone over. They won’t find a thing, but at least they’re thorough. “We’ll keep it in a box for you, sir.”

	He says his goodbyes, and I ask, “Aren’t you staying tonight?”

	“No.”

	Hmm, interesting. So he cares about Aurora. “She must be a lucky woman.” The subtle derision doesn’t go unnoticed from his tense posture. But I am still pissed at him having to marry her to protect her from being sold to a fucking degenerate by her own father. Even though he has known her since they were kids, my half-sister deserved to have a choice.

	“Enjoy yourself.”

	I am not in the mood to fucking enjoy myself. I forgot a long time ago what that is. Yet, I play my part. 

	Cameron accompanies Kieran outside, and when he returns, he’s wearing his affable mask while something else lurks behind as he studies me.

	“Cut the bullshit. It doesn’t work with me.”

	He presses a button on the elevator for the upper floor. “I’m surrounded by the scum of the earth in terms of people, and I’m not talking about The Syndicate’s clients. All my alarm bells are buzzing. I’ll find out, and if it’s something I don’t like, I’ll kill you.”

	“Charming, hot shot politician.”

	After we stare each other down, the elevator’s door opens. 

	“Nothing is taboo, but everything has to be consensual.”

	As if I don’t know what the purpose of such parties are: to gain information and blackmail material and to learn their weaknesses. The longer I stay in their vicinity, the more I respect them. 

	I spend a few hours chatting with all levels of powerful men, from CEOs to weapons dealers. Quite the eclectic group. No wonder they have gathered so much power. 

	I say my goodbyes when a third woman tries to get my attention. I don’t know if they tested me to see what my type is, but I’m fucking exhausted thinking about the woman who has haunted my days and nights to the point of madness.

	I drive to the apartment. It still smells like jasmine and her. I crash on the bed and do what I didn’t do last time. I look in the nightstands and find a photo of me and her. She must have cried so many times, the image is blurred. Maybe if we break each other for good, we can finally escape this wretched connection. Love died long ago, hate will die too, and then I can find my peace. 

	By the third day, it gets harder to stay away. So, I give in.

	In my jet on the way back, Ron calls. 

	“We lost her.”

	“What did you say?”

	I shoot upright, and he stammers, “I took a phone call, and when I checked on her, Alessandra wasn’t in her usual spot.”

	“Find her, or I’m going to kill you.”

	When I land, I floor the accelerator toward the house. Night will come. I have to find her.

	Magdalena is crying as she packs a lighter, a hoodie, and a sandwich in a backpack. She gives it to me, and I sprint away.

	Lights flash in the forest, my men searching for her. Twenty men comb the woods looking for her, but the area is so wide. I don’t allow my thoughts to go to that bleak place of feeling desolate, small, helpless.

	I shout her name until my voice turns hoarse. I push through my muscle fatigue, through the dark thoughts filling my head. Have I ever felt this desperate before? Yes, I did, and I can’t lose her too. 

	I push forward. The night is spreading quicker, the air turning chillier. 

	I halt at a fork in the road and turn left, following it on instinct. I call her name repeatedly, and when the sun begins to rise, I drop to my knees and scream. A scream of seven years of desperation in it.

	A bush rustles and I see her standing in front of me. It could be a mirage, but I sprint to her, and when I reach her, she falls limp in my arms.

	“You found me.”

	I wrap my hoodie around her, checking if she’s all right and a relief like I haven’t known before settles in my chest when I discover she’s uninjured.

	I fumble to open the backpack and tear open the turkey sandwich.

	I watch her take small bites as she says, “I got lost.”

	Afraid if I open my mouth, she will find everything I am trying to keep hidden, I offer a terse nod.

	When she’s done, I scoop her up, and she rests her cheek against my chest. “I’m so tired.”

	The words pierce my cold heart, melting a layer. 

	“I can walk,” she whispers, snuggling into my chest.

	It kills me, her seeking comfort in my arms. I didn’t die seven years ago, but I die while holding her and carrying her back.

	Ron is the first I meet on the way back. She has fallen asleep. 

	“I can take her.”

	I hold her tighter to me and step past him.

	“You had one job. You failed,” I snap at him.

	After an hour, I can’t feel my hands on her, still I push through.

	“Hayden,” Ron tries again.

	“I said no.”

	No one will touch her. She’s safe in my arms.

	I have lost my fucking mind.

	In front of the guest house, I jerk my chin toward the door. “Open it.”

	I climb up the stairs, placing her in bed. The terror I feel has me going straight into my office where I pick up a syringe with a microchip. I should have done this from the beginning. 

	She whimpers when I inject her.

	I put the syringe in Ron’s hand, who thankfully keeps his mouth shut. “Get out.”

	When he closes the door behind him, I undress her to her underwear, then myself, and curl myself next to her. She’s alive. I haven’t lost her to death as well. Pressing her to my chest, I do something I haven’t done in seven years. I cry and hold her to me. We can return to hating each other in the morning. 
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	I blink awake, and warmth surrounds me. I feel him beside me, his arms and legs wrapped around me, creating a dreamy cocoon. He stirs next to me. I don’t dare look at him. I don’t dare move. I expect him to leave, just like the other night. Instead, he turns my face to him, eyes bloodshot and guilty. It’s unfair how his pain can break me.

	“Are you okay?”

	Why didn’t he ask me that after he left me that night, aching for his comfort and so confused? It doesn’t matter. Nothing does.

	I untangle myself from him and scramble from the bed.

	In the opulent bathroom, I pass by the oval bathtub. I unhook my bra and peel off my thong.

	“I asked you a question.”

	Can’t I have a moment to myself? I ignore him and step inside the shower, hoping the hot water will wash away the emotional pain and the physical longing. 

	I thought he’d leave. Instead, he pulls his boxers off, stepping inside the shower with me.

	I look at him over my shoulder. “What do you want? Leave me alone.”

	Ignoring me, he picks up the shampoo and squirts some into his palm. He puts his hands in my hair, massaging my scalp. I am baffled by his gentleness, by this situation I have no idea what to think about any longer. 

	“Can I?” he asks, guilt threaded in his voice.

	“Now you ask?”

	He picks up the shower gel and washes me with pure tenderness. Oh, body, why are you so traitorous? It’s the same hands that bound you, that denied you release until you almost died from too much pleasure. It’s the same man who wants to punish you, who has left you alone, not only on that night but also for seven years.

	I must still be in shock, and my body just craves an ounce of comfort. Strange, it doesn’t distinguish between the tormentor in him and simply him.

	When he’s done, his eyes take my body in, heat blazing so clear in them that it unbalances me. I thought it would be a quick sweep over, a clinical look, to inspect my body. Our breaths turn heavy.

	“Leave.”

	A battle wages behind his thick lashes, and he curls his hands at his sides.

	I place my fists on his chest, pushing him off me, but he’s immovable. “I hate you. I hate you so damn much.”

	He presses me to the wall. “Show me how much you hate me. I want to feel it.” He slams his lips on mine, kissing me with sheer desperate and raw passion.

	I tear my lips away. “I would rather let myself be fucked raw by a vibrator than have your lips on me.”

	Shoving past him, I dry myself. I catch his reflection in the mirror.

	“Shall we test that?”

	I straighten my shoulders. “Do your fucking worst.”
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	Alessandra shouldn’t challenge me like this. My heart and mind are at war. I crave her pain, yet I can’t bring myself to punish her. At least not for too long. And what’s the point in that if she likes a bit of pain? 

	She steals glances at me, and I smirk whenever I catch her. She scoffs but dries her hair.

	I snatch a towel and wrap it around my waist, hanging low on my hips.

	“Wait for me in bed.”

	“You wish.”

	“Alessandra.”

	“Fuck you, Hayden.”

	I am totally fucked in the head if it makes me ecstatic; her giving me this attitude. It will make her punishment that much sweeter.

	I back her into the room with my body. She lands on the bed with a thump.

	A shudder goes through her body. Only death could make me leave her again. Maybe that will make her pull the final trigger, and I will finally be free.  

	Her brows furrow together, pointing at my face with a trembling finger. “What did you think about right now?”

	I smirk. “You want to know my end game?”

	She gulps as if whatever she saw on my face terrified her. “You’ll find out.” I am dead already, but it’s she who will have to kill me.

	When I return, she lies on the bed. 

	“You can’t break me, Hayden.”

	I flip her on her hands and knees, pulling her onto my lap. “I have to.” So I can be free, and you can finally get past this. “What are you—‍”

	My palm connects with her ass. Her cheeks jiggle, and my handprint forms in a pinkish hue. She squirms in my lap, but I hold her down. The next three smacks come in rapid succession with increased force. It’s a cacophony of gasps and moans. I am so fucking hard, my vision gets fuzzy. My hand caresses her cheeks, and I slip a finger through her folds to find her wet.

	“What am I going to do with you if you enjoy your punishment so much?”

	“I . . . God . . . I . . .”

	“From tormentor to God. You flatter me.”

	My hand comes down on her ass five more times. Her rosy ass looks fantastic with the print of my palm on it. Sick bastard, but she likes it. Her wetness drenches my thigh, clenching her legs to find friction. I stop before I throw her on the bed and take her. She watches me with glazed over eyes as I try to pull myself together, which proves to be challenging. 

	I use rope this time, knotting her hands together above her head. Spreading her legs, I tie each ankle to each corner of the bed. She looks fucking divine. 

	She freezes when she sees the vibrator and the small plug.

	“Hayden?” She has no right to sound so damn curious and eager.

	“I have to prepare that ass,” I say, voice husky with desire. I massage her calves, caressing her ass cheeks, licking a path down the inside of her thigh to her glistening pussy. I peel her lips apart and suck on her clit, nibbling and nipping at it. She floods my damn chin, wriggling in her restraints.

	“You can’t escape. So take what I offer you.”

	“You’re so cruel . . .” 

	Delaying her orgasm begins again. I bring her to the edge only to stop. Mad with desire, she’ll let me defile her again and again. She’s a mumbling mess by the time I pour a generous amount of lube and slip the plug into her ass. She holds in a gasp, tensing on instinct. I place a kiss on her belly.

	“You can do this. Relax.”

	“Will you let me come?” Her pleas are the sweetest melody.

	“If you’re a good girl and let me plug your ass.” 

	She nods, and I kiss her pussy, looking at her as I push in the plug.

	“Good girl, letting me stretch your tight asshole.” 

	“It’s . . . I . . .” She looks at me, seeking validation, which I refuse to give to her. 

	You’re doing perfectly.

	I take a step back, saliva pooling in my mouth at the vision in front of me, her jeweled ass, her lithe body wrapped in ropes. The pressure in my cock is unbearable. It strains so hard under my towel that I palm my raging erection in an attempt to calm down. But it proves almost impossible as I gaze at the goddess spread in front of me. I pat her pussy and lay between her legs. Burying my face between her thighs while my fingers tug at her nipples, I finally let her orgasm. She breaks apart so beautifully, whole body shivering, a sheen of sweat covering her.

	“I want you.” 

	“This is all you’ll get.”

	Not done, I untie her hands and ankles, dragging her from the bed. 

	“I don’t know if I can.”

	“You can and will.” I bend her forward and tie her wrists and ankles together. 

	I take a seat on the sofa and slide the vibrator up her thighs, a tremor rocking through her. I can’t keep her very long in that position, even though I have the best view over her pussy and jeweled ass. 

	“I need you to clench against the vibrator and not let it slip. Can you do that for me?” I don’t wait for her reply and push it inside her soaked folds. 

	I lean back, gripping my cock, pumping it up and down. 

	I watch her trembling in pleasure. With my other hand, I control the speed and the intensity. Her body jolts, vibrates, shakes. It’s mine to break, to punish, and to pleasure as I see fit.

	“Hayden, please.”

	“Don’t drop it.”

	“I can’t . . .” Yet, she still clenches it, keeping it in place.

	“Just a little more. Squeeze those pretty pussy walls, and don’t you dare come before I tell you.” 

	Her moans bounce over the walls mixed with a desperate cry.

	“Such a good girl, so eager to please me.”

	 It does things to me her wanting to please me. 

	“Please . . .”

	I stand up. With one hand, I grip her ass cheek, and the other, I pump my cock, my teeth jabbing into my lower lip. 

	“Come.”

	When she breaks apart again, the vibrator slips from her pussy. Losing control, I come all over her ass, smearing it across her cheeks. She breathes heavily, and I crouch down, untying her.

	For one second, we get lost in each other’s eyes. I snap out of it just as quickly.

	“Why don’t you . . .” She lets the unspoken words linger in the space between us.

	“You don’t deserve my cock.”

	Pain with a dash of pleasure, until my name will be what she hates the most in this world. Our love ruined us. Her loving me brought her to make a decision that destroyed me. Her hate will just add to the punishment I deserve for falling for her. My love for her brought death to my family. I was selfish and I paid the highest price, all in the name of love. Yet, every moment she’s here, it messes me up—this wretched connection no time apart could ever diminish.

	“The plug stays in until I pull it out.”

	With that, I leave, not satiated at all. 

	And I know the reason. 
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	I am baffled by my body. It’s as if it doesn’t have a sensory memory. It took the pleasure and owned it, making the denial the prelude to maddening orgasms. I sink into the mattress, spent and sated, feeling the plug inside my back hole. I want to disobey him just on principle, but exhaustion wins this round. There was something in his eyes, something that fisted my heart. I’ve seen it so often in patients who are exhausted with living; it’s a certain peace they have made. I survived his absence, but his presence. How am I going to survive that? It’s been a week since I got here, and I’ve gone through all the emotional extremes there are. I pull the covers over my head, needing to escape reality for a while and fall asleep. 

	When I wake up, I see a breakfast tray on the table, but I look around for him instead. Why is my first thought still about him? Why can’t I hate him? I should, and the image I had preserved of him was obliterated by who he has become. 

	It’s because of you. 

	This is why I haven’t succumbed to anything more than being disheartened. It’s as if his punishment speaks to a part of me that has drowned in guilt. Remembering his plan for me, I shudder. I have to get through to him. There has to be small pieces left of the boy I once loved so much. Determined to reawaken that side of him, I get in the shower, each step reminding me of the plug. He wants to punish me. He’ll have to find another reason. As if I conjured him, he steps into the shower with me. Just to rile him up, I turn around and bend over, gripping my ankles. The low groan he lets out bolsters me. 

	“Have you come to see what a good girl I have been?”

	I am tempting a wild animal while high on the thrill. I must have lost my mind.

	He’s behind me, his palm on my back, holding me down. 

	“You have been indeed. Do you want a reward?” He taunts me just to deny me. I won’t fall into that trap. That’s all I need to get wet, though. He pulls the plug slowly out, caressing my thigh and the wet line straight back to my pussy. That simple touch burns me up. The plug pops out with ease. He rims my ring, dipping his thumb inside. My palms flatten against the shower wall. I need something more, anything. Desire flickers in my belly. When he slaps my ass cheek, I bite the moan. Groaning, he leaves the shower with me wanton and horny out of my mind. The cruel monster, but I won’t give him the pleasure of hearing me beg. 

	I dry myself off and head into the walk-in closet. I put on a summer dress and sandals and go downstairs. Reaching for the front doorknob, I hope it’s unlocked. I hope so much that it edges on the border of lunacy. When I turn the knob and the door opens, relief courses through me. What are you doing? I ask myself as I walk toward his house. I haven’t been there. Maybe I am curious. Maybe I want to put another dent in his armor.

	Magdalena sees me and her eyes widen. “Do you need something?”

	“No, thank you.”

	“You shouldn’t be here.”

	I step past her and walk up the stairs. There’s a long hallway with photos in black and white decorating the walls. I peek my head in various rooms until I find the one I seek. 

	His heady scent envelops my senses, and I sweep my eyes around his bedroom—neat, gray furniture and powder white walls. He has an unobstructed view over my room, his king-size bed is made. For a few seconds, I imagine us sharing a room, a life, everything. Is this why I don’t fight him the way I should? I live in a warped fantasy when I know we’re doomed. We have no future; we have nothing. Still, he’s alive. Someday he’s going to get better.

	I feel him behind me. My heart rate picks up, and I dab quickly at my tears. He’s silent and I wonder what he is thinking about. I made my choice years ago.

	“This house is beautiful.”

	“Get out.”

	“It must be lonely.”

	“Don’t make me repeat myself.” His tone is strained, ringing of annoyance but also an internal battle. I hang onto the latter.

	I should be smart, but I never was when it came to him. Dropping on the edge of the bed, I close my eyes.

	“Why won’t you . . .?”

	The words get stuck in my throat when he pushes me on my back, pinning my hands over my head. Why does he always have to restrain me? 

	“Afraid?”

	His eyes turn stormy, yet there is something else. I affect him too. Doomed, like I said.

	“Of you?” He lifts an eyebrow in challenge, caging me in with his palms on each side of my head.

	“I know I affect you.”

	Our hearts beat so hard they echo in the room.

	He notices my shaking hands as they ascend.

	“Don’t.”

	I ignore him and frame his sculpted face, so painstakingly aware that he’s here and still so out of reach. Longing and pain strangle me as I touch him. So much lost time. So much ruined love. With every beat of my battered heart, I wish my touch could soothe him. I wish we could heal together. I wish I could hold onto him. 

	“He not only destroyed everything that night, but he also made me aware of how love will never be as strong as family,” I say breathlessly.

	His shirt strains against his tensed-up chest. My hands drop to my sides, not wanting to cause him even more distress.

	“Don’t do this again.”

	“Don’t do what again? Talk? Touch?”

	“I can lock that door again.”

	“Tell me, are you still there, lost, just like me?”

	He curls his hand around my neck with no pressure because he might tell himself he can hurt me, but he can’t. That knowledge brings a bit of ease, and I don’t even want to fight him anymore. 

	“Nothing you’ll do to me will bring you peace. I died with you that night, with you and—‍”

	“Don’t say their names.” 

	Tears roll down my face, and I caress his clenched jaw. He shudders, squeezing his eyes shut. Is my touch so repulsive to him? I guess it is. It hurts, nonetheless. “Gillian, Mark, Ellie, Mason and Maxim.” His grip tightens in warning.

	“You can’t do it, Hayden.” I place my hand on his. The epitome of sadness stares back at me, clenching my heart in an unyielding fist. My breaths come out shallow at the destitute image in front of me. 

	“If my death will bring you peace, then so be it. Don’t you know I would die a thousand times over to bring back what you lost?”

	 His eyes on me are dead. My love died that night. This man is just a shadow. I am just a shadow. An unforgiven past traps our love. 

	“My love, I believe you’re capable of many things. Killing me is not one of them.” 

	He wrenches himself off me and grits, “Get out.”

	Instead, I wrap my hands around him, and he stiffens.

	“I’m warning you.”

	“I’m not afraid of you,” I say, and climb him, wrapping my arms and legs around him. I kiss his cheeks, his eyes, his lips.

	“What do you think you’re doing?”

	I am paralyzed when his hands dig into my waist. Physically, he could just push me away. When he doesn’t, a light flickers to life in my chest, and I put my forehead on his.

	“I couldn’t have chosen differently. Even now when I see what it has done to you, all I can think of is you’re alive.”

	“You killed my family. That’s not love.”

	“I would have sacrificed my world for you.”

	“You will, and then you can tell me if it was worth it.”

	He pushes me off him, and I land on my ass in front of him. 

	I put my hands around my knees and just gaze at him.

	“You’re beautiful. I always pictured you . . .” He rakes a hand through his hair. He’s about to lose it. The air cracks with the tension, yet I can’t stop.

	I scramble up and approach him. “Do whatever you want. You’ll always be my husband, the man I love.”

	“Stop. Fucking stop.”

	“I can’t.”

	He turns around, back muscles taut, and his fist collides with the wall.

	I rush to take his hand in mine. Chest heaving, he holds out his other hand to stop me. Nothing could. 

	“Let me look at it.”

	“Get out already.”

	“No.”

	Blood spills from his knuckles. I dart toward the bathroom and find a first-aid kit. 

	“Let me. I’ll go afterward . . .”

	He sinks on the edge of the bed, and I drop to my knees. Two broken people. Nothing could fix us. Another surge of anger for my father possesses me. I own it; I revel in it.

	His hand is not broken or sprained. What is physical pain to a man who went through what he did? Nothing.

	 I should clean the wound and leave. I should do a lot of things. Instead, I take his hand and kiss the inside of his palm. 

	Having enough of me, he drags me by my wrist to the door and pushes me out of the room. Shutting the door in my face. His blood is still on my hands. How fitting.

	Downstairs, I bump into Ron. “Are you okay?”

	I nod. A lie. I am almost certain I won’t ever be okay again.

	“Stop antagonizing him, Alessandra.”

	“I have to get through to him.”

	“The Hayden you knew is gone. He’s volatile and angry. That’s a deadly combination.”

	I know he is, but I have also seen glimpses of that boy.

	“You won’t listen to me, will you?”

	I shake my head. I can’t. What if I am the key to his peace? What if you’re the key to his destruction? I shudder at the alternative.

	“I could really use a drink right now.”

	Down the hallway, Ron opens a door. The spacious room has various computer screens lined on top of a massive desk. Behind wide windows, he has the perfect view of the land. A couch and a table are on one side. This is Hayden’s office.

	“What is your poison?”

	“Honey whiskey.”

	He smirks with the corner of his mouth tilted up, opening a cabinet and showing me an unopened bottle. Hayden has my favorite drink, and this knowledge warms me inside. Ron opens the bottle and hands it to me. I sip from it as I sit on the couch. 

	“Most of the time, I hoped he would just forget about his past and move on.”

	“I haven’t moved on. Why should he?”

	“This is just the beginning,” he says, in a matter-of-fact voice, while I take another sip, and another. Time blurs.

	“I think I drank too much.” I giggle, and Ron helps me up. I crash into his arms. When the door opens, I wave at Hayden. “Hi, husband.”

	Ron steadies me, and I kiss his cheek. “Thank you, Ron.”

	Hayden’s features darken. He looks all dangerous and sexy. 

	I wobble on my feet, but when I reach Hayden, I lock my arms around his neck and whisper, “Always so mad at me.”

	He pins Ron with a murderous stare, then he sways his eyes to me, and I lift on my toes, brushing my nose against his. “Will you love me again?”

	He tenses. Always tenses around me.

	“Leave.”

	“Ugh,” I say, only to stumble straight into the door. 

	My vision blurs, and from the corner of my eye, I see Ron hurrying to me when Hayden snarls.

	“Don’t forget your place, Ron.”

	I slide down the door, and Hayden picks me up. I cuddle myself against his chest.

	“That was the best whiskey I’ve ever had.”

	His lips twitch into a smile. I want to snap a picture and always look back at it.

	“You drink scotch, but you have honey whiskey for me because you know it’s my drink of choice.”

	He purses his lips, and I murmur into his neck, “I want to stay with you.”

	“No.”

	“I’ve missed you. Only for tonight. Please.” A part of my brain is aware I should shut up, but I can’t. “Will you make love to me?”

	He carries me upstairs and places me on his bed. “You don’t make love to your enemies.”

	Enemy? I am his enemy? 

	“It’s unfair.”

	“What?”

	“You hate me . . . when all I have ever wanted was your love . . . I’m sorry.”
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	She falls asleep with a pout on her lips. In my bed. It’s fucking with my head, this bout of vulnerability out of her. I am getting weaker with every second she’s near me. She rips through my chest, chipping away at the walls around my dead heart. I trace my fingers over her collarbone, and she moans my name. So many feelings battle for a place in my chest. 

	“What are you doing to me?”

	I steal another glance at her and stroll back downstairs. 

	I find Ron sipping from a glass of amber liquid in my office, and the bastard smirks at me. I force myself not to kill him.

	“I’ve been with you for seven years now, and I have to say I haven’t seen you so off your game like this.”

	“Shut the fuck up.”

	“You’re all over the place.”

	I pour myself a glass of scotch and toss it down my throat.

	“You know hurting her will kill you too.”

	“I’m already dead.”

	“No, you’re still alive. She’s still alive.”

	“Don’t go there,” I snarl through a set jaw.

	“Her choice was out of love, Hayden.”

	“And now she has to live with the consequences of her choice.” I slam the empty glass on my desk.

	He approaches me and grips my shoulder. “Stop this. You have a chance at a life with her—‍”

	I fix him with a stare, and he sighs. “Fine, continue this path. In the end, you’ll suffer even worse.” A beat of tense silence follows as we stare each other down.

	“By the way they’re trying to find out who you are. Kieran is like a man possessed. He’s suspicious of your clean record.”

	“Good luck with that. What can I say? I am an exemplary citizen.” It took me a few million and connections in top places for me to remain Hayden Carrera, but never to be associated with the family that died in the explosion. The same with my wedding certificate. There are only a handful of people who know about my past. 

	Ron shakes his head at my lack of concern and leaves. I try to focus on work and buy and sell stocks until I can’t keep my eyes open any longer. Hours have passed, but I can still feel Alessandra’s touch on my face. She’s nothing but a siren calling me into the depths of the ocean. Still knowing it, I follow her call. 

	Stupid motherfucking masochistic asshole.

	I slip under the covers next to her, watching her every intake of air instead of going to sleep.

	When I wake up more tired than rested, she looks at me with bright eyes. “Thank you for bringing me to bed.”

	“I didn’t want to carry your drunk ass that far. It was just practical, that’s all. Don’t be here when I come back.”

	I take a shower, and when I return, she’s not in my bed. My mood darkens. I change, going downstairs. She’s at the dining table. “Good morning.”

	This woman must have lost her sanity.

	“How did you sleep? I might have drunk too much.”

	I mumble around a forkful of eggs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	“I’m bored.”

	“And?”

	“I’ve seen ATVs. I want to take one out today.”

	“No.”

	“You can accompany me.” She offers with a bright smile. She has lost her mind. 

	“This is not a vacation,” I remind her.

	She shrugs. “I’ve never ridden one, so why not start today?”

	She finishes with her breakfast and stands up with a mischievous grin.

	“Don’t you dare.”

	She waves me off, and I take a few calming breaths before I rush after her. Outside, she’s already seated with Ron explaining to her how to start and drive the ATV. Good God, I’m the worst kidnapper in the history of kidnapping.

	She starts the engine and laughs as it thrusts her back. I could kill myself because my first instinct is to go after her, afraid she might hurt herself.

	“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

	But it’s Ron who answers. “Since you unlocked the door, I assume she’s not a prisoner. So, she can do whatever she wants as long as she stays on the property, right?” My best friend is a fucking traitor with a death wish.

	I drag a hand down my face. “Go see how Aurora is doing. I want a detailed report.”

	He opens his mouth, but I add, “It’s a fucking order.”

	By the time I am done with Alessandra, she will want to leave.

	I hop on the other ATV and follow her. 

	A grin teases the corners of my mouth as she tries to evade me.

	I cut her off, and she has to slam on the brakes.

	“Ugh.”

	“Go back,” I say, voice low.

	She crosses her arms over her chest, thrusting the tip of her nose up in a defiant pose. “What if I don’t?”

	“Decide already who is the first one.”

	She hops off the ATV and walks away with her shoulders slumped.

	“Get on the ATV.”

	She ignores me. She can be stubborn. My lips twitch into a smile.

	Sweat trickles down her back, but she doesn’t stop while I drive behind her.

	“Get on my ATV.”

	“No.”

	I huff and grab her waist, placing her in front of me.

	I should have thought this through because now her back is pressed to my front. She wiggles her ass, and my dick takes it as an invitation to stand up.

	She turns her head to me and steals a kiss. A murderer, a thief.

	“You are your father’s daughter.”

	That wipes the smile from her face. Her back stiffens. “I’m nothing like him.”

	When I cut the engine in front of the guest house, she storms right in, slamming the door shut.  

	Finally, I can get some work done. One hour into it, she charges into my office like she owns the place and plops on my desk right in front of me.

	“What are you doing?”

	I lean back into my chair, one second away from breaking.

	She tilts her head, and as if she’s happy to see what I am doing, she says, “I see you’re playing with larger sums now.”

	A memory of her doing the same years ago invades my brain, and I struggle to discern between memory and reality for a few seconds.

	“Tell me how you’ve been the last seven years.”

	I ignore her and continue reading the news very few have access to. It’s what brings me most of my money. Every second counts on the market and I have clients who pay me a fortune to give them the news only I have access to. Some I even make happen. I pull so many strings in the stock market, influencing it with my insider trading how I like. 

	She leans into me, giving me an unobstructed view of her breasts. My mouth waters, and I shift in my chair. 

	“Alessandra.”

	“I’m waiting.”

	I open a screen. It’s her former house, and her hands curl when she sees her father. Today, he is in his bed, wincing in pain. She doesn’t even blink.

	“Aren’t you curious about what he has? The doctor in you must want to know.”

	I goad her, but she has already moved to another screen, where her brother swims in the pool and then tries to hold his breath. Her entire presence turns into a dreamy one.

	I snake my hand under her top and around her smooth stomach, dragging her onto my lap.

	“Is he the one you’ll save?”

	Her face falls, but not before I see the tears forming. “Do you know when I first saw him, Hayden? The day you kidnapped me, and I wondered how he could be my father’s son. Leon’s pure, sweet, playful.”

	“That won’t stop me.”

	“Your mother would be ashamed of you.”

	I grip her chin, tipping her face up so she can look at me. “Don’t talk about them.”

	“He is the same age as the twins when . . .”

	I drop my hand from her chin to open another screen, and it’s her best friend. “Should I take the choice from you because you’re starting to piss me off.” 

	We watch another camera screen showing her friend, Lindsey going inside her home, and Alessandra frames my face with her palms.

	“Please, don’t. Do whatever you want with me, Hayden.”

	“I already do that. Remember when I begged you to choose my family. You have to live with the consequences of your choices.” 

	She shivers, staring at me, a vacant expression in her eyes. “If you kill her, you’ll have to kill me too.” 

	I can’t fucking breathe watching the despondent look in her eyes.

	“Leave before I change my mind.” 

	She stumbles out. Alone, I lean back, shutting my eyes, letting agony tear through me.

	Tonight, she learned a valuable lesson. I am willing to cross the line if she does. I don’t care about right or wrong. I care just about my pain, and my pain demands her hate.
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	I reach my prison with shaky legs and crawl into bed. He’s impenetrable, and I am slowly succumbing to pure desolation. I can’t sleep, eat. I am a wandering ghost. I don’t care what day it is or how many have passed. Why am I insisting on reaching him, when all he does is smash my hopes and obliterate my love for him?

	When he seeks me out, I roll away, not wanting to see him.

	“Missed me?”

	Nothing is sacred for him; nothing matters any longer. It’s pain versus pain, and I wonder if I can stand up after his last punch.

	He uses my body against me as if to increase the punishment, and I feel nothing but shame over my body betraying me.

	I loathe what the ropes represent—him not wanting my touch, yet when he ties me up again, I hate that I enjoy it nonetheless. I hate how he knows how to use them. He discarded his vows like they were nothing while I held on to mine.

	His mouth descends over my body, the same mouth that would order to kill, while his fingers bring me to the brink, snatch me back and keep me dangling over the precipice. He’s the master of my orgasm, and I am left taking whatever he’s willing to give me. 

	“The silent treatment?”

	“I hate you.”

	“Come for me with that hate. I want to see it.”

	Over and over again, I bite my tongue, tasting blood, but I am not begging him. Never again. I might not survive it, but I will take it. A long time ago, I stopped making predictions.

	When he’s done with me, his frustration oozes from him.

	“You’re a coward,” I whisper. He didn’t come, and he brought my body to the brink too many times to count until I came apart.

	“Am I?” He smirks, completely satisfied by the mess in front of him. 

	“At least I come for you to see, but you hide what I am doing to you, and that means I’m affecting you way more than what you can take out on my body.”

	His facial muscles pull taut. This isn’t a fair game, and I guess pain is what we’re after. My Hayden might be dead, but I am not going to make it easy for this calloused man to break me. If he brings me to my knees, then I will enjoy chipping away at his walls. It’s a small victory, but I’ll take it.

	“You don’t deserve my cock.”

	“I think he disagrees.” I tip my chin at his dick tenting his slacks.

	He laughs, a maniacal laugh, and storms away, leaving me tied up. 

	It wouldn’t be the first night I fall asleep bound, satiated, but empty. You can’t break me further, Hayden. I already live in the hell of contradictory feelings.

	The next day, he saunters in the room. “Good morning. I think I forgot something last night.” Yes, to love me, but to untie me would have been nice too.

	The asshole is in a good mood. “Hmm, can’t possibly know what? Your heart, that can’t be. Oh, I know, your dick.”

	I grin and he tugs at my restraints, that smirk now gone.

	I stretch on the bed and hop off naked, going into the bathroom. Inside the shower, he stares at the water skimming down my body. I throw my head back, while my hands glide down my neck, to my breasts, and I finger myself.

	“Stop.”

	“I have just begun.”

	I moan a bit more than necessary, but it works. He steps behind me, completely clothed, and snatches my hands and pins them over my head.

	“You don’t come without my permission.”

	I wriggle my ass. “Did you jerk off thinking of me? What was I doing? Sucking you off, or were you fucking me?”

	He pushes me against the shower wall and pinches my nipples, nibbling at my neck.

	“I would fuck you if I wanted . . . but that will never happen.”

	With that, he shoves himself off of me. Only when he’s gone do I let out a shaky breath. 

	His words haunt me all day long. I go downstairs and try to read. Nothing works. Of all the other things, him not wanting me is distressing me the most. 

	I stare outside the window when a red car parks and a woman gets out. I feel his smirk on me, and when I lift my gaze, he looks from his terrace to me and winks.

	The cruel monster.

	I stare at her, at her perfect body, an hourglass figure. I can’t help but to compare. I wouldn’t fit in that dress as well. Her shiny, black hair falls over her shoulders, and she steps inside. Something in me deflates for the hundredth time. My heart.

	Don’t go, don’t go there. He wants to rile you up, kill the last memories, and cut the cord. I should keep to the memories, but I have to see this unfolding. I have to say goodbye to my Hayden. Strangely, I know this will be the last thing I will witness that will break me, and everything will be different.

	Magdalena sees me and sighs. “You should go back. He’s in a meeting.”

	I should do so many things, still I follow the voices inside his office. When I step inside, she points with her finger at a rolled-out paper.

	“Who is she?” the woman asks him, taking me in with curious eyes.

	“None of your business.”

	She drags her manicured finger over the plans. He watches with rapt interest. It’s another mind game, letting me believe he’s having an affair with a woman who is clearly an architect. Maybe he is. It’s as if my heart is keen on getting severed from my chest. From the moment I saw him alive again, to this, it’s been through the wringer.

	 I will let you go, Hayden, my love, my life, my husband. 

	With blurry eyes, I walk away, getting lost in the maze of his mansion. I end up taking the stairs down to the basement. 

	With every step I take, the pain increases, but it’s the pain that will set me free from him, and I embrace it. It will make me even stronger. I open the door and halt. I take the dark room in, black wallpaper with one wall covered in mirrors. An upholstered velvet couch sits in a corner, a standing X cross, and shelves filled with sex toys. 

	I step farther into the room and come to a complete stop. What is this shit? Is he into this kind of sex now? It wouldn’t surprise me the way he uses ropes like an expert. I guess I knew, still seeing it is something else.

	I hear the door open then close. When I turn around, his eyes find mine, a challenge lining them. 

	I come apart. This is the moment I break down. But I need him to give me his worst, erase himself from my blood, from my soul, from my mind.

	I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. He’s good at giving me those. 

	I deepen my voice to imitate him. “I will always love you. You are it for me. No one else but you. Alessandra and Hayden for life. You fucking liar!” I scream the last part so loud my voice cracks.

	“How many women did you have in here? Huh? How many did you fuck?”

	“Are you jealous?”

	Tonight, we’ll collide, leaving behind complete destruction. 
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	Her eyes brim with unshed tears, pain stricken. What an imbecile to think I could stand her pain. Thinking that I can stay above the water and not drown like I have for the last seven years. But seeing her like this rips my chest apart, pouring alcohol on an open wound. 

	“So you’re into this now,” she says, chest heaving, as she takes another look at the room, then at me.

	“Well, have fun with one of those women, ex-husband. You could use the release.”

	“Ex?”

	She shrugs, and her face is contorted in pain, her eyes glassy. “I free you from every promise you ever made.”

	Before my eyes, our entire past flashes. The promises I made, the love we shared slays me open. My fucking heart overflows with weakness for her. I can’t take it any longer. There’s a tipping point, and she’s right there at the edge. I need to balance the punishment. I approach the cross. 

	“I was a horny kid. I would have told you anything to get to fuck you.”

	Her entire posture stiffens. It’s been seven years since I have tasted, kissed another woman, even fucked one. She was the first that mattered, the last altogether.

	“Say that again, you bastard.” 

	“You’re angry, good. Take it out on me. Do you have it in you?”

	“Oh, I do.” She straps me to the St. Andrews cross, the bindings digging into my wrists and ankles. I pull at the cuffs but can only get free when she releases me.

	“This is your only chance. Take it because it will be my turn when the restraints come off.”

	She steps back, looking at me with a sad, lost expression. At the wall lined with implements, she glides her finger over various items. 

	“What hurts the most?” she asks, looking over her shoulder at me.

	“The flogger with the spiked tails.”

	She picks that up. Pushing her hair to one side, she tests it on her palm, flinching.

	“This will hurt, but again, you’re after my pain,” she says with a meek voice and a dejected smile.

	Wait. What the fuck is happening?

	She sighs, approaches me, and places a tender kiss between my pectorals. My muscles cord up.

	“What’s physical pain to you after what you’ve experienced? My kisses, my touch is a punishment to you because you don’t want me anymore.” I knew she’d hang on to that. I betrayed her love by being this man drowning in torment. “But I can’t do that to you, Hayden, because knowing it is the worst punishment for me too.”

	“I’m asking for it,” I grit out. I deserve it for every lie I have spewed and made her believe.

	She kneels before me. “We’re going to play a game. Every time you don’t answer, I will hit myself.”

	I thrash in the bindings. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

	“Why, wasn’t that the plan all along?”

	No. It wasn’t.

	She takes her top off while I watch helplessly, coming fucking undone. This is not how this was supposed to go, and hell unleashes in me as I thrash in vain. 

	“If you do this, I’m going to—”

	“Punish me? Such a novelty.” We’re locked in a battle of shattered hearts and ruined dreams. Two people on the brink of death, holding each other alive.

	“Why this?”

	She wants my truths. Truths I’m not fucking ready to admit.

	When the flogger whooshes through the air and comes down on her soft skin, I fucking lose my shit. Sweat breaks out on my body as I try to free myself, screaming at her to stop. She lets out a hiss that pierces my fucking chest. I see her back in the mirror with tiny red blemishes.

	“Fucking stop.”

	Another one comes right after, and she flattens her hand on the floor, head dropped.

	She gets ready for another one, and I shout, “I was invited to a lot of kink parties over the years . . . I picked some stuff up . . . I could never fucking just touch you, give you pleasure without that pain . . . as a . . .” I gulp through the lump stuck in my throat. “It’s the only way.” I’m not telling her more.

	“You’re ashamed. You think it’s the only way.”

	“Now, get up and hit me with that.”

	“But where’s the balance, Hayden? You give me pleasure too, and nothing I could do would give that to you. Not my touches, my kisses, no part of me.”

	I snap my mouth shut, still trying to escape my own trappings.

	“It would be the perfect time to ask you if there is still love for me, but I’d hit myself bloody. I couldn’t stand the answer. And my heart wouldn’t take it. So, I have another question . . . All the women that came after me . . .” 

	Seeing the only woman you have fucking loved ripped apart by the thought of you being with someone else is the worst punishment. She holds her chin higher, my strong woman. 

	“Could they bring you a bit of pleasure? Were they good to you?”

	This, this is fucking what she asks me. She takes my silence as a sign of admission, and another lash comes down, the strongest yet, as if she’s punishing herself for that.

	“No, fucking no. The answer is no. So stop. I swear to God, Alessandra. Stop this shit right now.” My voice breaks into a thousand shards, cutting my tongue. She’s jealous, she’s hurt, she’s broken, just like I wanted, and it fucking breaks me. 

	I would scream this house down, but the walls are soundproof. I wanted to show her this dungeon to make her think of who I had in here while I had my way with her. And now, it fucking backfired monumentally.

	“Because of me.” Another one comes down on her skin, the most vicious one yet even though she asked nothing. Red pinpricks cover her back and her breaths turn labored, the strength seeping out of her. I yank at my restraints, not caring if I break something, but they don’t ease.

	“You wanted to be punished. How am I doing so far?” she murmurs, face down, fucking killing me.

	“A terrible fucking job. That’s enough. It’s enough. Untie me.”

	“I’m the one with all the power now. How does it feel?” She lifts her trembling chin, smiling dejectedly.

	“You’re hurting yourself, and it fucking kills me. Okay? Please. I’m begging you.”

	“I have more questions and something tells me this is the only way.”

	She lifts the flogger, and I let out a sound of a butchered animal. Her skin breaks, and my lips shake with my despair, tears filling my eyes.

	“Seven years, Hayden. You stayed away for seven years. Why?”

	“Because I could not stay true to my vows. Because I could not be the man who has to hate you when the boy worshiped you.”

	“Why now?”

	I can’t afford another delay in my answer, so I push through. “It’s as good as any other.”

	The tails fly down her back, and I let a scream out. 

	“Because I couldn’t any longer.”

	“What will happen when you’re done?”

	Our eyes lock. Her face is tear-stained, red and puffy, tearing my flesh from my bones.

	“I don’t know,” I say truthfully. 

	She sets the flogger down, and I can start breathing again. On shaky legs, she stands, wincing. 

	“I like it when you’re in control of the pain. It never hurts. But that’s the thing. You can tell yourself all you want, but it’s still about giving me pleasure.”

	She uncuffs me, panting.

	I cage her in between my arms, and our hearts thump between us in a savage rhythm. Lifting her up, I place a tender kiss on her neck, while she wraps her legs around my back.

	“We’re so broken, Hayden . . .”

	Her eyes are glued to my chest.

	“I’m so mad at you.” 

	My fingers skim down her back, and she holds on to a breath.

	“I’m done . . .”

	She pushes herself off me and puts on her top, leaving. I take two stairs at once, following her and heading outside. I catch her silhouette in the night.

	“I have to be the biggest fool alive,” she says, sitting in the meadow as muffled sobs rise from her throat.

	She senses me. “Leave me alone.”

	I shove my hands in my pockets as she continues to rant. “How many, huh? How fucking many while I haven’t been on a date. Seven years, Hayden, and I feel betrayed. Do you even know how many there were when it should have been me and no one else?”

	The answer remains tucked in my hardened heart. No one, my love. I have been with no one. Still, a part of me flickers to life. I thought her and that fucker had something going on.

	She jumps to her feet, and her hands balled into fists crash on my chest.

	“I hate you. I hate you so much.”

	Tears don’t stop rolling down her cheeks, ripping my heart to pieces. But it’s her life at stake and that will come only when she fucking buries her love for me. 

	“I chose you, and if I could go back, I wouldn’t even cross your path, and you would still be alive.”

	She steps past me, and her words hit me with a loaded truck of her and me together. I catch her hand and turn her to me. Not having had her at all would have been an even bigger hell.

	“Let me take care of you.”

	“I thought you don’t do that . . .”

	Cupping her face, I crash my mouth on hers. She bites down on my lip, breaking my skin. Let her bleed me dry. It should have been her, anyway. Through her whimpers, through her moans, I kiss her. I kiss her like I have been starved without a taste of her, and I just might have been. I scoop her up, carrying her to my house, up the stairs to my bedroom.

	I place her on the bed, pull up her top, and she drags me back to her. I kiss her again. Her sweet taste brings me back from hell.

	“I’d take the pain just to feel you in me, just once . . .” she murmurs. 

	This woman. I come undone. 

	“What are you doing? You said . . .”

	“Forget what I said.”

	I kiss her through all my pain, through all my guilt, through all the deaths I carry on my shoulders. A tear falls down my face onto her cheek, and she kisses me, heals me, kills me. I trail my mouth down her jaw, nibbling on her neck. Switching from sucking on one nipple to the other, I tug at her jean shorts. She bucks up, helping me undress her. My hand cups her pussy, and I find her warm heat wet and inviting. I don’t deserve this, yet it’s me she wants. With my fingers pushing in and out, coaxing the pleasure she offers so generously, and my mouth on her nipples, she comes for me. For the greatest sinner alive. 

	She giggles at how fast I undress, and I climb on top of her. 

	I guide my cock at her entrance and slide inside her. We both moan at the contact. I forgot what true pleasure is, but I am reminded as our bodies reunite. Everything else vanishes in tendrils of smoke. Desire rumbles through me in a clash of thunder. Every nerve ending in my body lights up. Her hands palm my cheeks. Eyes locked, I am sucked into a world brimming with life, with pleasure. 

	She grips me so good, holds on to me as if she never wants to let me go, sucking me in a vortex, where nothing else exists but us and our lovemaking. Nothing compares to sinking inside her again and again, to feeling her every stuttered breath, every pleasure infused moan. Her little touches keep me anchored to her, making me crave those sweet sounds. I never want to leave paradise.

	She meets every one of my thrusts, and with every roll of my hips, she fills my body with her pleasure. I thought I would forget how to make love, but it’s as if we never stopped. 

	“Does it feel heavenly to you too? I can’t believe you’re inside me.” I bury my face in her neck, trying desperately to prolong this feeling of peace and happiness.  

	“That’s all that matters, that this feels good to you.” 

	“It feels perfect.” She seeks my eyes. “Hayden?” 

	I interlace our fingers. “You feel fucking perfect . . . Nothing fucking compares to being buried inside you.” Squeezing me to death, bringing me back to life.

	It has been too long, and the pleasure is too exquisite, coursing through me, building and consuming. 

	All night long, I allow myself to be guided by a part of me I didn’t even think was still there—making love, skin on skin, leaving not even an inch of space between us. I can’t hold it any longer, and I come inside her. 

	I am capable of many things, unloving her is not one of them. But keeping that from her makes me even more of a monster. 

	When the sun rises, she even smiles, as if she knows this is goodbye, as if she knows it was a moment in time—between a ghost and a human, between life and death.

	“How’s your back?”

	She bites down on her lip, and I turn her on her stomach. Putting cream on her back, I curse myself. Not wanting her to catch another moment of raw vulnerability, I get behind her, tucking her in my arms.

	 


Chapter 35
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	One Month Later

	 

	I spend most days on the couch, reading and thinking about how my life would have been if I were at the hospital—saving lives and being with my friends. My imagination keeps me from going crazy. Hayden comes and goes, yet he always returns. He never stays away for more than three days. My mind always goes to scenarios of him with someone else when he’s away, which I hate, but I am sick, sick with love and jealousy.

	He follows a plan. A plan I have yet to discover.

	Here, time seems to flow differently. There is no rush, nothing except the fact it ticks by while I am trapped in this strange place I call my personal limbo. 

	When I was younger, the future seemed to be the place where I would land eventually, and I did my best to be prepared. Becoming a surgeon was a cure for my broken heart after my mother died, and not just a little girl’s dream. After meeting Hayden, he fit right into my heart, along with my life and all my plans and dreams. Maybe we were just two stupid kids in love.

	I sigh and hop off the sofa, flattening my palms against the window, my eyes fixed on the endless greens—picturesque scenery or my personal hell on earth. When Hayden’s around, I am wrapped up in the conflicting feelings he ignites in me. When he’s not, I separate his past self from the man keen on taking everything from me. He might be misguided. Maybe I should tell him that the woman he wants to hate is merely a figment of his imagination, or just the image of his wrath. 

	His SUV pulls up the driveway, announcing his return. I pull on a red skirt with a white floral pattern and a white top and sandals and walk toward his house. I always count the days he’s away with a mix of dread and anticipation, giving in to my obsessive analyzing. But I can’t live without knowing anymore, even though I am aware I will break, utterly and irrevocably. 

	Magdalena greets me. The corners of her warm, sympathetic eyes crinkle with worry.

	Somewhere during those seven agonizingly long years, I must have become a masochist while he turned into a sadist. What a jagged pair. I wonder how many dream of getting our loved ones back from the dead, only to find out they are no longer the same. 

	I shrug with a small smile, and she retreats, sighing as if understanding my need to collide with him. For what? I still don’t know. My mind will be a jumbled, scarred mess if I ever escape this place. But who has time for that? I don’t want to think. I don’t even know what I want any longer. 

	Why do I always find myself in his room, as if I will get some answers, answers to questions that increase my misery by just being there. 

	The heady scent of him lingers in the air. I plop on the bed, on this bed where he held me, made love to me, where for a few hours, nothing else existed but us, only to wake up alone. The message was clear. One night, nothing more. 

	Reality smashed that beautiful dream along with my hopes.

	I curl on my side and trace his part of the bed, searching, always searching for the boy I fell for, for the husband who hates me more than I ever thought possible. 

	You killed his family. 

	I killed myself too, but that’s irrelevant. He wants his pound of flesh. I don’t know how I can give it to him. And here lies the predicament. I understand his reasoning and even empathize with him. He keeps me here, waiting for me to make a choice I never will. I couldn’t take this ship-sized guilt either. I’d sink. Losing my sanity seems like a better alternative than knowing innocent people would be killed for my freedom. Hayden has to know what that would do to me, wrecking me further. While this knowledge haunts my days, something else keeps me awake at night. I created my own fantasy to stay afloat, one where he keeps me here because he has missed me, still loves me, and can’t live without me. 

	I leave his room and take the stairs down, searching for him. I find him downstairs in the room where pieces of my heart still lie, battered, abused, dripping of blood. He’s on the couch, eyes unfocused. 

	Jealousy burns a path down my esophagus. But I have to know.

	“How many?” Strange how, not knowing, as if a certain number will ease me, when I am aware it will be even worse, but I need the pain to metamorphose into something else, something different from who I am at this moment.

	“What are you doing here?”

	His voice booms, rising in irritation. I thought love was intrinsically good, beautiful, and enduring. Yet, ours is rotten, wrong, destroyed. It’s my fault. 

	His eyes fill with heat, the angry kind, the one scorching my insides. He’s the warden to my prison of love. 

	I miss him in a way that hurts more than everything I went through combined. I miss the reckless boy. This refined man that pulls me into his dark web feels like a betrayal.

	“I asked you a question.” I wrap my arms around myself. Strong is something we say we are, but we’re fooling ourselves. In situations like this, it becomes crystal clear how fickle we are, how frail our hearts are. We are weak like that. We want the pain to end. Better yet, for it never to come.

	“How many?”

	He squints those mesmerizing eyes at me. “How many do you think?”

	“That many?”

	He huffs, and the calm in me is something I never experienced before. I don’t have time to analyze it. Later, I will be fine. Later is just my cowardly way to hold on to my tenuous sanity.

	“The number is insignificant.”

	Does he even know? I would remember everyone I would have let inside me. 

	“Did you mourn me before?”

	His eyebrows knit together, and he leans back. For a brief second, his eyes turn soft, but then I blink, and it’s all gone. It could have been a figment of my imagination, or my wanton heart. But we are too deep in ugliness, too far away from the beauty of who we once were. 

	“Why would I?”

	Indeed, why?

	I am done with his clipped answers. This man is a closed book.

	“I want my necklace and ring back.”

	“No.”

	“That ring is mine.”

	“I gave it to the girl I loved.”

	“Not you. And if he comes back, I’ll return it to him.”

	He flinches. I take it as a small victory and add, “Whatever part of me that loved you like you were my all, you stomped on it by breaking my heart.”

	With that, I leave. 

	I can’t sleep and I give up trying. Rolling out of bed, I change into a swimsuit, and grab a big, puffy towel. 

	Outside, the moon creates a ball of light over the sky, the men aware of my presence but continuing to go on with their night shift. What a dangerous life he must live to remain secluded and on alert like this. 

	The house is silent, so I walk inside the glass room with a pool. Discarding the towel over a lounge chair, I dive in with my hands stretched over my head. After a few laps, I hold my breath. Everything vanishes as my lungs start to burn, but it reminds me I’m alive. 

	One second, I am in sweet oblivion, the next I am being pulled up, with a frantic Hayden cupping my face. His eyes are rimmed in panic, hands trembling.

	“You . . . Fuck . . .” He lets out a sound of sheer agony. At seeing the full-blown panic taking over his features, I take his hand and place it over my heart.

	“Hayden, baby, breathe . . . I’m fine . . .”

	But it’s as if my words don’t register. 

	“Close your eyes, breathe in and out.” When he does, I add, “Feel my heartbeats. Count them.”

	He counts with pale, quivering lips, the color returning to his cheeks.

	“It’s steady,” he whispers. I smile, reveling in the moment we share, but when he opens his eyes, they’re back to cold. I sigh. He drags me by my hand out of the pool and snatches the towel.

	“Don’t you do that again.”

	“I wanted to swim. And holding my breath is something I do once in a while . . .” When it gets too much . . . I raise my hands in desperation. 

	“Do you want me to lock you back inside?”

	“You’re afraid to lose me, yet all you have done is to try to make me want to leave you.”

	“Go back, or I’ll make you go back.”

	“Whatever, but I know what I saw.”

	I leave with a sway of my hips, and his groans following me, but my hope dies when he leaves again. 

	 


Chapter 36
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	Needing a bit of distance from her, I leave for Boston. 

	I have three nightmarish days between work, meeting with clients, and spying on my half brothers. Aurora seems to have settled in. I'll stay put as long as she’s safe and doesn’t want me to get her. On the other hand, my brothers still think they’re ruling the game, and I can’t wait to surprise them. Remembering my family, the pain immediately pulses, growing stronger when I think about how they would feel about me still wanting Alessandra after she sentenced them to death. 

	Back in Florida, I take a detour to visit my grandmother.

	“You’re the biggest disappointment of my life.” Her words stab me while I try to reason with her.

	“Your daughter, your grandchildren, were killed.”

	“Alessandra did what she always had to do. Love you. Your mother, as if she had a psychic power, always left her with, ‘You take care of my boy,’ and she would answer, ‘Always.’”

	“Granny, look at me.”

	“My grandson died. Whoever you are is a stranger, and if you hurt her . . .”

	I storm away. How is Alessandra the victim and I am the fucking villain? I speed toward the house with my feelings tearing through the wires that stitch me together. 

	“Where is she?” I ask the guard planted at her door.

	“Inside, sir.”

	She’s on the couch, reading. Looking at her disarms me. I am on top of my game, and soon, I will have everything I have lived for during the last seven years. Yet her presence bulldozes through me, and there is something else under the debris, another life, another heart that wants something different.

	When her eyes find mine, I’m unable to stay unaffected in her presence. I march back into my office and yank the safe open. I never thought of changing the code. It reminds me of being a selfish boy, loving the wrong girl, and not caring about the consequences.

	I pick up the necklace with her ring dangling from it. She’s never getting it back. I need it as a reminder of who I don’t want to be again, in love, happy, proud to call her my wife.

	She bursts inside, no knocking, no waiting for an invitation. 

	She reaches me in four determined strides, and I fist my hand around the necklace with the wedding band. 

	“You’ll never get it back.”

	“Why?”

	Her eyes lost the flicker in them, the flicker I loved. Studying her, I gulp. Still so achingly beautiful, my chest caves in with the unbearable pressure. Our night together has played on repeat in my head. She wants to know how many? Would she even believe me? Do I want her to believe me? This is what she does to me. If I am away, I have trouble focusing. If I am here, I have trouble breathing. But I can’t stay away. Three days is my limit. It’s like my stupid heart can’t take the separation after seven years apart.

	“I don’t have to tell you why.”

	Alessandra plops on the armchair, crossing one leg over the other, and grips the armrests. “I’m not leaving until you answer me.”

	I cock my head, arching a brow, enjoying sparring with her verbally. “I could make you. Don’t provoke me.”

	She haughtily waves me off, saying, “I provoke you by simply breathing.”

	My lips arch into a half smile, and I dangle the necklace in her face. “Why do you want it back?”

	“To bury it.”

	I massage my chest where my heart twists underneath. 

	“They hold sentimental value, Hayden.” Her eyes focus on the necklace, transfixed by the dangling from left to right. “I never took it off. I felt naked without it. It became like an anchor with time. It was always there, a part of you, of me, of us.” Her gaze escapes the swinging, and her eyes find me. “I need to say goodbye. There is no point in holding onto things from our past.”

	I toss it in the safe and shut the door. She has a way with words that cut deeply.

	My phone vibrates, and I smile as I see my sister calling.

	“Hi.” Her voice, a tad sweeter than our mother, greets me. “I told Kieran you’re my uncle. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t hold it in any longer.” This explains why I’ve been invited to a gala, surely it’s to study me since he can’t find anything else about me. 

	“It’s okay. Don’t beat yourself up.” When I went to see her for the first time, I asked her to keep my identity a secret, but I knew it would come out eventually. 

	“Thank you,” she says, voice laced with ease.

	My gaze finds Alessandra, and it’s hard to decipher what’s wrong when she grips the armrests even harder.

	Kieran better treat Aurora like a queen. My loyalty is to her, first and foremost.

	I hang up.

	“You love her,” she says. 

	“Surprised?”

	Her hurt strangles me, and I shake it off. I have betrayed her far worse by the things I have done, and still, this seems to affect her the most. Love is such an inconvenience. 

	“Yes.”

	“Are you jealous?” I taunt her, and she jumps to her feet, slamming her palm against my desk.

	“I pity her.”

	Her eyes burn me. 

	“She will be here soon. Do you want to meet her?” I hope my sister at least will visit if not stay.

	“Don’t you dare introduce me to your plaything.”

	“She is not my plaything. She’s something completely different for me, Alessandra.”

	“How does my name taste on your tongue? I hope like poison, you bastard.” She shakes her head and turns around, asking me over her shoulder. “Is this how much you hate me?

	I curl my hands into fists. I don’t. I couldn’t stay away longer. I need her like I need air. If she only knew why I waited so long.

	“Why not sooner, huh? Why let me think I still had a life?”

	“Where is the fun in that?”

	Her shoulders slump. I would rather die than confess I wanted her to become a doctor.

	She sighs. “I knew I lost you that day too.”

	“Don’t you fucking dare.”

	She turns fully to me. “I thought . . .”

	“I don’t care what you thought.” I feel the control slipping while I hold onto it with sheer will.

	“And I don’t care that you don’t care what I think. I will still tell you.”

	Love and hate, longing and resentment, and all unfulfilled dreams lay scattered between us.

	When I am face to face with her, I grip her wrist. “Stop.” 

	“Or what? You will punish me, push me away? Look at us, there is no going back from here, but I will say my part.”

	I drag her toward the door when she stomps her foot on mine. Funny how she thinks it might hurt me.

	She pushes me off, taking advantage of the split second I loosen my grip on her.

	She walks toward the window. “I thought he wouldn’t do it. I thought he would see that nothing could make me stay away from you.”

	“Should that impress me?”

	“I think nothing related to me does anymore.” 

	She has just given up on me, us, the past. She made peace with it. Good.

	“I would have given my life so you could still have one. Yours was interlinked with your family. I’m sorry, so deeply sorry. I thought I could save both the man I loved and his family. But in the end, I lost all of you.”

	It will be such a fucking joy to confess to her piece of shit father how I slowly killed him little by little every month. How I weakened him enough not to conduct his business, so that I can take it over. 

	 


Chapter 37
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	The heart has to be the most resilient organ, because mine has survived the moment I realized he loves another woman. Aurora is such a beautiful name for a woman who obliterated my heart, and something tells me he will hold on to her after he’s done with me. I place my cheek on the window, pain flooding my chest. 

	So, he still can care. Can love. He’s just decided not to love me. How unfair to be cut from his heart, just like that. I wish I could do the same.

	By now I have studied everything about the compound, how many men there are constantly around. Twenty, when they have shift changes, two at a time, but the time always differs every day by ten minutes. I won’t be here to witness any more of his hate. I’d rather take my chance in the forest, with the whims of nature, but I still need my ring and necklace. 

	I wait until the night falls, blanketing the sky. He turns the light off in his bedroom. I sneak inside the house. Faced with the safe, the adrenaline spikes, blurring my vision. When I press in our wedding date, it clicks open. Relief courses through me, only to freeze at the contents. I find his wedding ring and pick it up with trembling fingers. Next I find our wedding certificate. He kept it, and a wave of feelings crashes through my chest. I hold them while tears stream down my face when I see the death certificate. It was signed as an accident. A renewed anger flows through my veins at my father, at the man who loved power more than the happiness of his only daughter. 

	I slide his ring on the necklace and both of them dangle from the chain. I put it around my neck, fastening it. When I touch it, I feel better. They’re mine, not his. Something else catches my attention: a photo. I drop into his chair and stare at our wedding picture. Why would he keep it? To remember, to have another reason to hate me. I am sure he wishes he would have never met me, fell in love with me, while I wish for a different outcome. I’m painfully aware how he’s locked in the past, while I am in the present. No wonder we are so estranged.

	Going to his desk, I open a drawer and take a folder in my hands, flicking to the first page, and I gasp.

	There are pictures of me at college, with notes on the side. On the first page, there is just ticktock scribbled on it, as if he put an alarm on my life. I skim to the next, after graduating. I am alone except for my two friends. His note next to Andrew: Your lover? Do you deserve happiness? Next to Lindsey: Sweet, your first friend. Does she know what you did? The next is one where I’m sitting at his grandmother’s side. You have no shame. 

	Page after page with me in various situations. Next is the one when I met my brother for the first time. I find another one with my father and what Hayden is doing to him. He’s poisoning him.

	I take the photos with me. This must be when I lose it. I would have even said, go for it. You can’t hate my father more than I do, but the hatred seeping on the pages for me, it’s a sucker punch to my insides, and they crumble beneath the power of it. I tiptoe into the kitchen, a part of me desperate to save him, a part of me desperate to hold on to him, a part of me desperate to have him back. Now, that part got a reality check. 

	I pick up a knife, and my heart thumps in my chest as I creep toward his room. I open the door and find him in bed, his muscles taut, his eyebrows scrunched together. Even in sleep, he can’t find peace. I guess he lost that privilege when he became a monster, with no heart, no conscience, no remorse. 

	I throw the photos at him, and they scatter around, creating a blanket of secrets and sins. He stirs awake, and his hard gaze finds me. The knife is in my hand at my back. 

	He picks one sheet up. “Someone snuck around where she shouldn’t have.” He tsks, inflaming in me an inferno of anger. 

	I would kill him in an instant if I knew there was a way to bring the old Hayden back to life.

	“Did you read it all?”

	He taunts me, and I reach him, gulping down the concoction of trepidation and anger.

	On the last page is a big question mark. He just wanted me here, as if he still couldn’t decide what to do with me. As if he wanted the last bit to be a surprise.

	“I’m not here for your entertainment.”

	“Yes, you suck at entertaining me.”

	He crosses his hands behind his neck. Red veils my vision, and I jump on him. His eyes widen when I press the knife to his throat. The idiot grins.

	“Do it. Fucking have the guts to do it.”

	He wants to die. It’s written in his eyes. I take a calming breath. Torn between granting his wish and offering him closure.

	“I would have laid my life down for you, but you’re never satisfied, are you? You want more than my life, you want everything. A greedy sadist.”

	He relaxes under the knife as if his lack of self-preservation is shut off.

	“Come on, kill me. You know what’s at stake.”

	Why does he keep taunting me? The knife trembles in my hand, and I whisper above his lips, tasting my tears.

	“Do you know what your men didn’t find out?” 

	The memory of making my father choose flashes before my eyes. He let me go afterward. It only takes one second to end. It takes a lifetime to endure. 

	He squints at me, and through watery eyes, I say, “I wanted to die that night so I could join you. One way or another, I was going to escape Fabian. I didn’t care for the outcome. I gave him a choice, like he did to me. I had a knife to my throat. He said I wouldn’t do it.”

	Hayden stiffens under me. I expose my neck, revealing a fine line. He caresses it. “My life or my freedom. He chose my life. I chose my freedom. I cut, and I lost a lot of blood that night. I woke up in a hospital room, and he said I was free to go.”

	“You foolish woman.”

	He completely ignores the knife I have at his throat as he cups the back of my neck, and the necklace dangles between us.

	“I will wear them, both of them because they belong together.”

	This is where we end. One of us is destined to die, and strangely, I think the other will be jealous. We both want so desperately to be reunited with our loved ones. 

	“I’m giving you the same choice, Hayden. My death or your life.”

	 


Chapter 38
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	My heart thumps in my chest, my mind reeling with her confession, and the link between me and her sparks to life, electrifying me. I always wondered how she escaped Fabian. She drags the knife from my neck to hers, and the fear paralyzes me. She looks like someone who doesn’t care anymore. I made her like this. She should hate me, but she always was better than this. She holds on to love while I hold on to the need for retribution.

	“Choose, Hayden.”

	My hand darts toward her, but she presses the knife even deeper, and rivulets of blood paint the knife. My entire body shakes in terror. I stare into her teary eyes. She’s done. After all I have done to her, knowing how I always had eyes on her without telling her the truth, knowing I controlled everything, just like her father. She has her breaking point. I wait for my moment, afraid that if I say something, do something out of reflex, this night will turn into a nightmare I won’t ever wake up from.

	Her desperation laces her words.

	“Come on, Hayden. Ticktock. Ticktock, tick-fucking-tock. This was all I have been for you, a fucking alarm. I guess I switched it back to you.”

	“Alessandra.” Our lives and deaths are interconnected. I’d live as long as she lives. I’d die the moment she dies.

	“Don’t say my name. It hurts, it hurts so much.”

	She closes her eyes, and it’s when I attack. I snatch her hand away, and the knife lands on the floor with a clack. She opens them, blinking. I hold her to me while she writhes above me and screams, stroking her back to soothe her, to calm her down.

	I am so done with everything. My life is a piss poor resemblance of a pile of nothingness. She still has some fight left because she manages to wriggle out of my hold, grab the knife and thrust it at me when I shoot to my feet. I back up while she tries to stab me.

	“You don’t care, do you? You want to die, you stupid man.”

	When she comes at me again, I don’t move. I hiss when the knife pierces my abdomen. She shrieks, jumping back and covering her mouth.

	“Isn’t this what you wanted?”

	My voice doesn’t sound like mine anymore—it’s dejected, like me. This won’t kill me, sadly. 

	“Why didn’t you back away?”

	“Why didn’t you let it be?”

	I drag it out slowly, and blood pours out of me. She slaps my hand away.

	“Are you crazy?”

	“I’ll survive.”

	Alessandra pushes me down on the bed, and all I can think of is how I let down the girl I loved with everything in me. I should have taken her with me. I don’t know where we would be right now, but it would have been right. Instead, I let the distance turn me cold. I put wall after wall up when it came to her so I could survive a life without her. She returns from the bathroom with a towel and presses it down on the wound. Determined and calm, it’s how I always envisioned her with her patients. 

	She rushes back to the bathroom and returns with a first-aid kit. She kneels beside me and disinfects the wound and takes a sewing kit out, showing it to me.

	“This will hurt.”

	My life hurts, my heart hurts. Physical pain doesn’t.

	“Tell me about your life,” she insists.

	“No.”

	She pierces my skin rougher than she should with the needle, a clear sign not to mess with her.

	“What exactly do you want to know?”

	“From the very start.”

	While she works on my wound, I look at the ceiling. “They brought me to a warehouse. It was deserted, surrounded by your father’s men and Raul’s. I put up a hell of a fight, so they tied my legs and hands. Raul pointed the gun at my chest while I fought my restraints. I said I would kill him when he fired the gun. I remember the cold, the numbness afterward, and you. Our escape plan would have worked, but your father also sent someone to check on me that day.”

	She stops, lip quivering. “I’m sorry.”

	“You couldn’t have stopped anything.”

	“If I had known, I would. I would have loved you from afar. You’d be alive, having your family, having a woman you love, perhaps children.”

	And I know she would have done that too. It’s the hardest to keep pretending to hate when you loved with all of you, especially with the woman who would have sacrificed herself a hundred times so I could have my family back.

	“You could have that with Aurora.”

	Her name jolts me awake. Here I am, not giving a shit about my life, when my half-sister trusts me to always be there for her.

	“Didn’t think of that, huh?” She stabs me again with the needle, and I hiss.

	“Jealousy doesn’t suit you.” Why can’t I tell her the truth, like I could in the past. It came out like a compulsion. Now I hide it like a pro. No woman could replace you. No woman on this earth will mean more to me than you.

	“I would be jealous of any woman, especially the one you love. Go on.”

	“Raphael told his father he’d take care of me. Instead, he brought me to a hospital.”

	“He did?” she sounds both incredulous and relieved.

	“Yes, he’s become a friend of sorts. I survived, used the money my biological father left me and his contacts, had my revenge on every single one of them. I worked my ass off to get where I am today.” 

	It took me two years of planning, of training, of killing each and every one of them. I let Fabian live to see me take over his empire. Everything he ever had in his name is now mine. Everyone else who was involved in my family’s death is long dead. They were my first kill, and I enjoyed every one of their screams, bathing in their blood, sending them to the pits of hell. But I prefer information over murder. That’s Raphael’s part as the head of the cartel. Information is more valuable, and with the help of Ron, I built my team. They’re like shadows, infiltrating every organization, bringing me the most sought-after transaction—information.

	“And your biological parents?”

	“They were killed.” She blinks at me, her hand pressing against her chest. Oh, I have plans for Silas as well. 

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Stop saying that. It changes fucking nothing.”

	She stabs me again, and I groan. She smiles, and my lips twitch because we’re deranged like that.

	“And then?”

	“I used my brain and a shitload of contacts. It made it easier to get where I am.”

	“You would have done it, anyway.”

	“It would have taken longer.”

	“Yes, in our thirties, right?”

	We both freeze. 

	“All done.”

	I look at her work. I am sure it won’t even leave a scar.

	She puts a bandage on, clasps her hands together, and looks at the papers.

	“You would think after all you did and said, I would have gotten it, how much you hate me. It was the notes in that folder, the realization that I was once again under the control of a man. The only difference is, I never thought the man I love would do that to me.”

	Her words sting more than her stabbing did. I deserve them.

	She stands up and offers me a painkiller. I decline, and she fidgets on her feet while she stares outside.

	“After that night, I didn’t go visit them. I missed years of my brother’s life out of guilt, loyalty, and the fact he is my father’s son. And strange, I met him for the first time, and all I could think was the twins were his age.”

	I drag her down to me. 

	“I’m not stitching that again.”

	“I thought you were after my blood.” 

	A blush pinkens her cheeks, and she bites down on her lower lip, engulfed by shame because she’s a good person. 

	“You should keep me in this bed for as long as possible. I still have an agenda.” My voice is hoarse with my need and hunger for her.

	I have been hard since she busted into my room, an angel of vengeance. 

	“And then?”

	“You should have killed me when you had the chance.”

	This is the ultimate truth. 

	“It won’t bring them back. It won’t bring us back.”

	I slam my mouth on hers, forgetting everything else and enjoying a fleeting moment with her.

	She pushes at my chest. “Hayden, stop.”

	“Why?”

	“This isn’t right.”

	Our mouths are a breath away. “Nothing that has transpired between us since I brought you here has been right. It didn’t stop me. It will never stop me.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I fucking want you like a dead person wanting another chance at life. I would kill for it.”

	I palm her cheek, and she leans into it, placing her hand on mine. I squeeze my eyes shut, the need for her breaking me apart. 

	“Hayden . . .”

	Done with this moment of vulnerability that will bring us nothing but misery, I rip her clothes off and press her back to the bed. She props up on her elbows, watching me as I tear at my shirt. Desire flickers in her eyes and she scrambles up, tugging at my slacks and boxers. Sitting at the edge of the bed, I drag her on top of me. I caress her pussy, finding her wet. That’s the most potent thing, to have her craving me just as much as I crave her. I push her down on my cock, gritting my teeth at the pleasure heating the blood in my veins. She throws her head back, and I dig my hand into her waist and nibble at every inch of skin my mouth can find. I am lost in her, reborn by her. The power she has over me is maddening but inescapable. 

	“Who’s fucking you?” I roll us over, pinning her hands above her head and interlacing our fingers. She closes her eyes, but I bite into her bottom lip. She doesn’t get to close her eyes; she doesn’t get to hide from me. Her eyes scorch me with their intensity.

	“The man in my dreams.”

	“Is that so? Well, that man would have made love to you. This man can just fuck you.”

	“Liar.”

	She smiles at me, a victorious one, aware of my weakness, the one I would do anything to eradicate but can’t. I thrust so hard into her that the bed rocks. 

	“You’re so deep. Oh God, why does it feel so good?” Her eyes roll back as she arches into me.

	“Do you think god listens as you’re being fucked by the greatest sinner?”

	I flip her over, placing her on all fours and smack her ass cheek.

	“I need you inside me.”

	“I’m the one in control. Grip the headboard.”

	My palm connects with her ass again while she giggles. A mad woman, a woman ingrained in my damn marrow. The harder I fuck her, the more she moans. She looks at me over her shoulder.

	“My pussy breaks your control as it if were glass.”

	Smart ass. I slap her ass again.

	“I don’t feel your hate. Are you slacking?”

	I bottom out, filling and stretching her to the max. I stay there as she tries to move, to get more friction. 

	“Such a hungry pussy, loving to be stuffed full of my cock.”

	“Please . . .”

	“Look how pretty you beg for my cock. Such a greedy girl.”

	She fists the headboard, and she constricts her pussy walls. The pleasure knocks me almost out. I smack her ass again, pulling out, with just my head at her entrance, rubbing it up and down her slit.

	“You’re so cruel.”

	My thumb rims her asshole, and I dip my thumb inside at the exact moment I thrust back inside her. She explodes on a long moan.

	My thrusts intensify. She takes everything I give her, demanding more. The stitches break and blood drips on her, painting her back in droplets of red. What a fitting visual of life and sins. I move her onto her back, spreading her legs in the air, and drive into her. She sees my wound and extends her hand, but I catch it.

	“You’re hurting yourself.”

	“I’ve been hurting for seven years.”

	“Come back to me. Please, come back to me.”

	I come inside her and hold myself on my palms above her. 

	“Please, Hayden . . .” I am weak and so desperate for intimacy, just like her. She’s ripping through me, with no care for what that does to me—tears me fucking apart. 

	She raises her hands, giving me the chance to stop her, and when I don’t, she looks at me with relief that undoes me. I lie completely still, vulnerable to my core. She locks her arms around me, kissing me, taking me completely by surprise. It’s too much. 

	“Your husband is dead.”

	I fall next to her, spent.

	“No, he’s just buried inside.”

	She rolls from the bed, my cum pouring out of her, down her thighs, and this image fucks with my mind and heart. Mine, she’s mine.

	I almost tell her not to go. If she stays, I am too weak to order her to go. Instead, she picks the first-aid kit and goes back to work.

	“This changes nothing.”

	She sighs and nods, stitching me back up.

	“What would change it? Because if you don’t, I have to. I can stay here, pretend you’re him. You know your mom would have hated for you to be driven by hatred.” 

	“Nothing would have happened if they were alive.”

	She places the kit back on the nightstand and sets herself between my legs, cupping my face.

	“No, you just fell for the wrong girl . . . I . . .”

	“Don’t say another apology . . .” 

	“I’m here. I know I could never replace them, but . . .”

	“I don’t have you, and this would be a fucking lie. You stay here because I keep you here. I don’t intend to make amends either. I know you came to that conclusion as well. We’re doomed, Alessandra.”

	“Then what are we doing?”

	“Chasing ghosts.”

	I drag her to my chest and bury my head in the crook of her neck. “I was supposed to be the one who died.”

	“I wanted to kill you.”

	I shrug. “I brought you this far.”

	“With all the money and power, you’re still miserable. Mourn them, like I do. Allow yourself to do that.”

	With that, she kisses the scar left by the bullet between my pectorals, a few inches from my heart, and leaves me alone with the ghosts of my past, with all the pain caging me in, suffocating me. She’s my light, and when she’s gone, the darkness envelops me fully.
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	I did it again. I’m starting to doubt my intelligence, not to say that I am wondering if I still have any semblance of self-preservation. How can things go from hell to us ending with him inside me? You lost it. As if I didn’t know the high risk of him coming inside me once but twice is spitting at biology. What if I get pregnant? No, I can’t think like that. Well, too bad. I can’t put my head in the sand and call it a day, like I have ever since I landed here. What am I going to do?

	I pace around my room, so many thoughts slamming together inside my head. Worst-case scenario? I don’t even want to know what the worst-case scenario is. I am already living it. How could it get worse? Keeping me here forever? Getting me pregnant? All of the above. Sighing, I plop on the bed. The necklace hangs around my neck and I caress it, tracing the lines of the circles, and the promises we made tear me up. 

	But determination to bury the past fills me, so I climb out of bed and go back to his house. My decision to do the right thing is confirmed when I find Hayden talking to Ron.

	“What about Aurora?”

	“I just want her to be happy.” 

	Great, at least he still has a heart, the bastard. Something has been snapping in me for a while. Now it’s complete. I am not numb, but I accept things I can’t change and will no longer stay still. He can go to hell. I guess he’s already there, and there’s no need for me to accompany him. It’s what he chose.

	“Morning,” I say, and Hayden and Ron snap their heads at me.

	“How are you?” asks Ron.

	“Peachy.” I say back with fake enthusiasm.

	“What are you doing here?”

	I force myself not to roll my eyes at Hayden.

	Passing him by, I walk toward the living room. I bend down and pick up two wooden logs from the fireplace. 

	With them in my arms, Hayden blocks me.

	“I asked you a question.”

	“And I don’t feel like answering.”

	Ron suppresses a chuckle, and Hayden shoots him a warning glare. I pat him on the back.

	“Oh, big, bad man, we all get it. You’re so brutally vicious . . . blah, blah, blah.”

	Ron is full-on laughing now. Hayden whispers above my lips, making them tingle. Traitorous body.

	“Alessandra, what are you doing with these?”

	“What? Afraid I will sneak back into your room and hit you with one of them?”

	He drags in a handful of calming breaths. 

	“If I couldn’t do it yesterday, I won’t do it at all,” I assure him. “Yesterday . . . Yes, we got carried away.”

	He cocks a brow. “That’s all?”

	“What, do you think I am going to profess my undying love for you? Ha, it was just angry sex. No feelings, nothing, in and out, pretty generic.”

	Amusement spreads on his face, and I try to hold his gaze, but it weakens me. He’s mesmerizing like that. I should stop talking.

	“Nice chatting with you, and say hello to Aurora for me.”

	He pinches the bridge of his nose, grumbling, “Frustrating woman,” and follows me into the kitchen, where Magdalena eyes us curiously.

	I put the logs on the counter and yank open a drawer full of knives. I pick a sturdy looking one.

	“Put that back.”

	“Are you still here?”

	“I don’t know what the fuck has gotten into you.”

	This time, I ignore him. I put the knife in my back pocket and pick up the wooden logs. He’s blocking my way again. I sigh.

	“What are you doing?”

	On pure instinct, I drop them, but he reacts immediately, catching the logs in his arms. I really hoped one would have landed on his foot. You can’t have everything.

	“Follow me,” I demand.

	He curses under his breath. I suppress a smile, enjoying throwing him off his game like this. 

	The entire way toward the meadow, his chest puffs in annoyance. I find a good spot and sit down.

	He places them next to me. “I also need nails and a hammer.”

	“Why would you need nails and a hammer?”

	I raise my hands in the air. “For making a cross.”

	“Why?” His voice turns almost inaudible as he crouches next to me.

	I unfasten the chain and look at it.

	“To bury them.”

	“No.”

	“Wasn’t asking.”

	His hand shoots to take them, but I close my fist around them.

	“I need to say goodbye to the past, to you, to us.” 

	He gulps, his entire body strung tight.

	“Then by all fucking means, don’t let me stop you.”

	He storms away, leaving a trail of anger behind.

	In the garage, I search for nails and a hammer and go to work on the cross. With trembling fingers, I put our initials and the few words we always said to each other. Alessandra and Hayden for life. Tears stream down my face, pain and regret swallowing me whole. There’s nothing worse than burying what you wished most for.  

	“I thought you might need company,” Ron says, pulling me out of my thoughts.

	“I’m sure he thinks this is idiotic.” There’s no goodbye between us. We’re entrenched in each other’s souls and that surpasses love, hate, distance. Yet, I have to try because until death, I have to live first.

	“I think he has other worries right now.”

	“How to be with Aurora sooner?” I ask, my voice taking on a high-pitched note.

	“I might misinterpret that as jealousy.”

	“It’s jealousy.”

	After finishing the cross, I place it next to me and dig a small hole. 

	“Can you let the past go?”

	I have to. I nod, unable to form words, while I focus on breathing through the onslaught of agony and getting this done. 

	“He will not let this go so easily.”

	“And this has nothing to do with him.” But with me. I have given him everything. And I will build myself back up again on the ashes of our past.
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	What the fuck happened? It’s as if I stepped into an alternate universe. But fuck if it doesn’t make me feel something when she’s feisty and throws me for a loop.

	“Is she really doing that shit?”

	I ask as Ron steps inside my office and stands next to me at the window. I watch her, curling my hands at my sides. Does she think symbolically putting us in the ground will end us? Let her try. I am going to enjoy showing her nothing could do that.

	“You seem better.” 

	He’s right. I am lighter, more at ease since she’s been here. Could also have to do with the fact that I had her. But the pleasure of feeling her under me is greater than the hell my guilt traps me in. Never could, never will be able to deny her or my need for her. And just like that, seven years’ worth of revenge plans evaporated with how quickly I gave in.

	“She stabbed me yesterday.” I chuckle, remembering what happened afterward was even more entertaining. 

	“What the fuck?”

	I tug at my shirt and show him my bandaged wound.

	“You have a death wish, man.”

	Even that has dimmed with her here.

	“Tell her the truth.”

	“Why should I?”

	“Because if you don’t, you’ll lose her. Let her see the new you.”

	“The new me is exactly who I showed her.”

	“Fine.”

	When I’m alone, I look outside to see her on her ass, looking at that cross. I tell myself it’s my curiosity that pushes me to her, and fuck if not all emotions I bottled up erupt all at once.

	Her dirt-covered hands shake. On the cross are our initials and those words I used to tell her.

	“Do you think this is the end, Alessandra?”

	“Shut up, just shut up for one minute. Stay or leave, but just shut up.”

	I sit next to her, and she wipes at her face, dirt mixing with the tears on her delicate cheeks. I tug her to me, and she cries even harder. Fuck, I don’t know if I’m holding her just to hold her, or if she’s holding me.

	“I don’t think it will ever stop hurting.” she murmurs.

	As if remembering she’s in my arms, she pushes herself off me and wipes the corners of her eyes before walking away. Good for you, you can bury us. I don’t think I will ever be capable of doing that.

	Alone, I lose any sense of time staring at the cross. It feels almost cleansing. I grumble, I cry, I curse. I think it’s mourning what I do, allowing myself to feel sorrow, desolation, and pain. Feeling lighter afterward, I don’t know why I go to her instead of going to my place.

	I find her in the guesthouse, on the couch, curled up and reading. 

	Her lips curl up in a small smile. “It felt good, didn’t it?”

	Chest heaving, I ask, “Tell me, this was all it took? Now, what? You’re free of me?”

	She places the book on a side table and pats the spot beside her. I follow her invitation out of sheer reflex. I am peeled bare, shrivelling, and stripped down to nothing but vulnerability.

	I lay down and place my head on her lap, and she threads her fingers through my hair. 

	“I can’t let you go. I won’t,” I say it as a vow.

	“Why would you still want me here with you? It’s not healthy.”

	“There is nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you.”

	“But, Hayden, not like this . . . not after everything . . .”

	Closing my eyes for a second, I draw a few calming breaths. “What about my pain? Me? Huh?”

	She massages my head, soothing me. “You chose a path . . . you never stopped and questioned that it wouldn’t lead you back to me? I wish you would have done that . . . but I also understand, Hayden . . . I am acutely aware of how we broke what we had—me, then, you, now. But we owe it to those madly in love past versions of us, to let them rest in peace, together.”

	I take her hand and kiss the back of her palm. “I can’t let you go again. I wouldn’t survive it.”

	She sighs and puts her face in her hands. “Look at us . . . sad.”

	I get up from the couch and hold out my hand to her.

	“What are you doing?”

	“We buried ourselves today. Do you want to be alone?”

	She takes my hand, and warmth spreads through me at the contact, defrosting my insides.  

	Silence carries what I refuse to accept—I need her with every tormented beat of my heart while I hold onto the rational part—I am not good for her anymore. When we reach her bedroom, I fumble to open my shirt, but she does it, sliding it off me.

	She pushes me on my back, and I chuckle.

	“I’m still the one in control.”

	“I won’t burst your dreams. Not tonight. And we’re going to sleep, nothing more.”

	I love her like this: assertive. This woman is my greatest weakness, and I can do nothing but accept this undeniable fact.

	“Good night, Hayden.”

	I spoon her, and when she relaxes, everything in me relaxes too.

	What the fuck am I doing? Tomorrow, I will think about it. Now I just want to give in to this serene moment with her.
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	I go from losing my sanity to knocking at the doors of madness. I wake up feeling at home in the arms of my captor and the man who wants to punish me. I thought I was headed toward getting better, but all it took was that destitute posture of his, and it broke something in me.

	He presses his lips on my temple and breathes me in.

	“What am I going to do with you, huh?”

	I detangle myself and leave him in the bed while I go shower. When I come back, he’s gone, and I am utterly torn. Longing pulls me in one direction, consciousness in the other. A vicious cycle I’m constantly riding.

	I take the stairs to find him in the dining room, sitting at the table in front of a large breakfast spread.

	“Sit.”

	I roll my eyes at him and drop on the chair, popping some grapes in my mouth.

	“I’ll be gone for a few days.”

	“Do you think I will stay here? Wait for you while you’re with another woman?”

	He smiles smugly and I puff my chest. “I’m serious.”

	“Try it, and you’ll see how quickly I will get you back.” His words send a spark through me, electrifying my comatose body.

	He eats his omelet, and I push the words out. 

	“I need to go to a pharmacy.” I tried to ignore that we didn’t use protection. Twice, when one time is enough. The rational part of me knows this. Plus, my period is ten days late.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing, I just have to buy something.”

	“You have toiletries in your bathroom.”

	“I need something that isn’t there.”

	“Tell me, and I’ll get it for you.”

	“Forget it.”

	I would rather remain in the dark than tell him what I need. I keep silent and continue to eat. When he’s done, he says, “See you in a few days.”

	“Don’t count on it.”

	He laughs all the way out the door. I’m going to enjoy wiping the amusement off his face.

	I find Magdalena in the kitchen, chopping vegetables for lunch.

	“Do you need something?”

	I fidget with my fingers, looking around and trying to get the words out. 

	“He’ll be back. Hayden doesn’t stay gone long since you’ve been here.” 

	“He can stay gone for all I care.” Liar.

	“He’s not a bad man.” 

	Deep down, I know that, but how do I reconcile that with what he became? I shudder, pushing the words out past the lump in my throat. “Would you do something for me?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“Something you can’t tell him.” Giving my trust to someone loyal to him is idiotic, but I don’t have any other alternative.

	She wipes her hands on her apron, and I add, “I need you to buy me something.” I am going to be so screwed if she informs Hayden. I inhale a deep breath. “A rapid pregnancy test.”

	Her eyes widen, features drawn in indecision.

	“Please, he can’t know. Please.”

	“You’ll have it tomorrow morning.”

	Hugging her, I whisper, “Thank you.”

	I leave, heading back to my place.

	I toss and turn in bed, the night filling with what-ifs that keep me wide awake. When morning sweeps through the night sky, I get out of bed, pacing and chewing on my nails. A knock later, Magdalena comes inside, and emotions assault me. Here goes nothing. She offers me a bag, and I say a hundred thank yous, filled with gratitude.

	“What will you do if it’s positive?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Do you want me to stay with you?”

	“No. I’m going to be fine. I have to be.”

	I offer an encouraging nod, and when she’s gone, I close the door to the bathroom as if Hayden might burst through it any moment. I plop on the toilet, peeing on the stick, aware that my life could be changed forever in the next sixty seconds.

	The stick trembles in my hand while I stare at the pink plus sign. I set it down, grabbing the edges of the sink and stare at my reflection in the mirror. “You’re totally screwed.”

	I can’t stay here any longer.  

	I go to the main house, determination steadying each of my steps. 

	In the kitchen, I am hellbent on lying to Magdalena, but one look at my face and she already knows.

	“Congratulations.”

	There is absolutely no reason to congratulate a fucked-up woman. Still, I can’t stop caressing my belly.

	“I need prenatal vitamins.”

	“I will buy some. Anything else?”

	“Thank you. That’s enough for now.”

	I have to find a way to see a doctor, get checked. Nothing can jeopardize this baby. It’s not its fault. 

	For the next two days, all I do is stress bake. I make one batch of cookies after another, using Hayden’s grandmother’s recipe. It helps me not to give in to losing my mind. 

	“He’s coming home tomorrow,” Magdalena says.

	Does she expect me to be happy? I am afraid I might kill him this time. Why didn’t he pull out? Sadly, this is also my fault. Guilt assaults me, and I caress my belly.

	Tonight, I pack a backpack. I would rather take my chances with nature than face him. I am prepared this time, and even if it takes days, I will survive this, and we’ll put this all behind us.
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	I’m in Boston, having just gotten off the phone with Raphael. At least I can count on him to lead the cartel and do so with less violence. But the more ruthless your reputation, the less someone is eager to start a war with you. That always brings more money and less headache. 

	I lock myself in the office and try to work; the emphasis being on trying. I thought some distance would do me good, regroup and not allow my feelings for Alessandra to overpower me, but it’s getting worse. I crave her; I miss her. Opening the tracking app, I calm down when I see her location.

	When Ron steps inside, he jerks his chin toward me. “You’re thinking.”

	“I’m always thinking.”

	Ron has this shitty grin, as if he’s enjoying my inner turmoil. Such a friend.

	Movement on the app catches my attention. She left the perimeter, and I grip my phone, anger sizzling through me.

	“What’s wrong?”

	I show him, and he doubles over with laughter.

	“What’s so funny, asshole?”

	“She’s tough.”

	“She could get hurt.”

	“You love her.”

	I wave him off, ignoring the truth of his statement.

	Alessandra’s going to get a wake-up call. I will show her once and for all. There is no escape. She’ll never be free of me.

	“I know that look.”

	I glare at him, letting all the agony and fear rise inside me. “Tell her the truth. Stop lying to yourself.”

	“You don’t get it.”

	“I get it. I fucking do because I have been at your side. You can still get your vengeance without hurting yourself by hurting her. She’s your person, man. Alessandra has always been your heart. Accept that.” 

	“She tried to escape,” I grit out.

	“Use that fear of her leaving you and stop acting like the man she can’t trust or let herself accept she still loves you.”

	I crash my fisted hands on my desk. “This has nothing to do with love.”

	He arches his eyebrow, and I grab my jacket, ordering the driver to bring us to the airport.

	In the air, I order a glass of scotch from the flight attendant.

	This will have to do since I am on a mission to drag my woman back home, next to me, where she belongs.

	At the thought, excitement fires me up. I will enjoy the chase.

	When the jet lands at the secluded airport, I pay a fortune to stay off radar and incognito, I speed away. The moment I park, I hop on an ATV. I am itching to empty my gun into these idiots. Two times, she’s managed to escape.

	I look at the blip, and it doesn’t move. She must be resting somewhere. She walked for three hours. Not enough, cariño, not enough.

	I cut the engine off, not wanting to alert her, and tiptoe through the woods. She even made a small fire. She’s adorable if I wasn’t so mad at her.

	Alessandra eats a cookie and chokes on it when she sees me towering over her, my arms crossed over my chest.

	“Late night picnic?”

	Her eyes widen. My low voice tells her exactly how mad I am at her.

	“Ugh, you insufferable man.”

	She crinkles her nose, and irritation is written all over her face as she stares into the fire.

	I sit down next to her and take a cookie from the box. It reminds me of the ones my grandmother used to make.

	When I chew it, my jaw drops. They taste exactly the same.

	“Granny gave me the secret recipe.”

	A satisfied grin arches the corners of her mouth. She looks ethereal right now, her face glowing.

	“How did you find me?”

	“I put a tracking chip in you.”

	She flies to her feet and pushes at me but loses her balance, landing in my lap.

	“How? When?”

	I grip her hair, yanking her head back, and place a kiss on her neck. “After the first time you tried to escape.”

	“I’m not coming back. And you’re crazy. Crazy. You, you . . .”

	It’s cute how she thinks she has anything to say.

	I stand up with her in my arms. I toss her over my shoulder, and she beats at my back.

	“Do that. My palm already itches to meet that ass of yours.”

	“You wish.”

	“We’ll see who’s dreaming.”

	She clenches her legs, and fuck, she might have confused feelings about me, but that doesn’t mean her body doesn’t like what I do to it.

	I sit her on the ATV, and she shifts in her seat.

	“The more you struggle, the more I enjoy it.”

	“Nothing new.”

	Now that I know she’s all right, the anger returns with the viciousness of a tornado, and whatever she sees in my eyes has her zipping her lips.

	I speed away, and her hands dig into my thighs, holding herself. I thought it would clear my head, but thoughts of losing her, of something happening to her, have me gripping the handlebars so hard they might break.

	My men wear guilty expressions, avoiding direct eye contact with me, and fuck if I don’t relish their squirming. The moment I park, she darts over to her place, but I grab her elbow, turning her to me.

	“Do you know what happens to bad girls?”

	“They get whatever the fuck they want.”

	The fire in her eyes excites me like nothing else. I want it there, growing, so I can get all the thrill by standing near it.

	I toss her over my shoulder and when I reach my room, I lock the door, and she stills. The air charges around us, crackling electricity and high tension enough to light up the damn sky.  

	And here I thought she had no self-preservation. I guess I was wrong,

	I put her down and sit in the armchair, my index and middle finger digging into my cheek. So many possibilities, the entire night to test them. 

	“What? Are you going to stare at me all night?” Her bratty attitude only makes me hotter for her. Patience, because with every second I drag out this need building between us, the more we’ll come apart.

	I gesture for her to come to me and she puts her hands on her hips. “Do you think I’m a pet or what? I’m staying right here.” She even stomps.

	“If I get you, it will be worse.” Nothing makes my insides burn more than my desire for her.

	“You have already shown me worse. And yet . . .”

	“Alessandra.”

	“Hayden.”

	It’s a battle of wills I lose in the next seconds. I push myself up and prowl over to her, cutting the distance so fast she doesn’t even have time to blink.

	I drag her with me on the edge of the bed, putting her over my lap and her hair falls down her face. I peel her jeans off and her cheeks greet me. They will look spectacular with my handprint on them. At the mental image, my palms heat with the pressing desire.

	I smack her hard and the next comes right after that on the same spot.

	“Ouch, you hit the same spot.” Yet she moans, filling my ears with the sweetest sounds.

	I chuckle, caressing the rosy skin. “Does it hurt?”

	“Didn’t feel a thing.”

	Happiness spreads throughout my body. Maybe I have finally lost it. I move to the other cheek with three consecutive slaps that shift the sounds she makes to moans.

	“Still nothing.”

	I don’t stop until her ass is red, and my prints are all over it. My finger parts her pussy lips and when I find her wet, pleasure courses through me.

	“Someone likes her punishment.”

	“Whatever.”

	I shove three fingers inside her and her breath hitches, digging her nails in my leg. She lifts her head, and those pupils swallow me whole.

	“Yes, look at me when I make you come.”

	“What kind of punishment is this?” she asks, wetting her lips, lost in me, while I drown in her.

	I have to kiss her. One hand grips her ass cheek while I pull her to my chest. Dragging her by the back of her neck, I bring her mouth to my lips. I pour all my need into the kiss, devouring her with insatiable greed.

	“Don’t you ever try to escape me again. I would scour this world in my quest to find you,” I say through kisses and stand up. 

	She wraps her legs around me, and I toss her on the bed, undressing her in two moves. I take my time, savoring the haze of lust in her pupils and tormenting her with sweet anticipation. But her patience fades away, which inflates my ego. She spreads her legs, her hand moving languidly from the valley of her breasts to between her thighs. She slips one dainty finger inside her pussy. I smack her hand away, on the edge of coming undone.

	“That’s my pussy to pleasure.”

	“Then prove it.”

	I descend on her. Switching from playing with her tits, I tug and suck on her nipples to getting between her thighs and eating her out, making a wet mess on my chin. Her moans ignite me further. Scissoring my fingers inside her, I bring her to the brink of release only to yank her back. 

	It’s never enough for her to come and frustration slips through her moans.

	“Hayden, please.”

	Her eyes open, half-lidded and hazy, her entire body trembling, awaiting release.

	“This is your punishment.”

	“No . . .”

	She locks her arms around my neck, pulling me to her. Through kissing me and playing with the ends of my hair, she says in a silky voice, “Make me come. Please. I’m your good girl.”

	Lust rages through me at her words. I am so painfully hard with all the blood rushing to my cock. At the foot of the bed, I fist my cock. She licks her lips, enthralled by my stroking it. I jerk myself in angry moves. 

	“So desperate for my cock? Then crawl to me and suck me off.”

	She crawls on the bed toward me and puts her hands on my chest.

	I press her head down, and she eyes me, while her tongue twirls around the head, slipping in the small slit that has me losing my damn mind. Raw pleasure shoots up my spine as she licks the vein along my length, playing with my balls, pumping my cock up and down. She decimates my control. She hums as she takes more of me, and a groan rumbles out of my throat at her enjoying taking me down her throat. If she keeps that up, I’m going to fucking erupt.

	“Look at my good girl deepthroating me and loving it.”

	The praise only spurs her on, breathing through her nose as she swallows my whole length. On her knees, lips swollen, eyes glassy from how deep I am, she’s a vision of sensual beauty knocking the wind out of me. 

	“You’re doing so good. Fuck, it feels fantastic.”

	She hums around my girth, which sends pleasure shooting through my spine. I hold her face between my hands, needing to set the pace before I forget everything else but this exquisite pleasure, like needing to come in her pussy. 

	I pull out and the sound of protest that she makes undoes the last of my control. 

	Pushing her body down on the bed, I kneel between her legs. I nibble up her calf and thigh. She squirms, and I place my hand on her belly, holding her in place. Nothing else exists in my world than pleasuring her. Burying my face in her pussy, I eat her out, enjoying her taste and moans, her body riding the pleasurable waves as she spasms, finding her release. While she catches her breath, I get on top of her and pin her hands above her head with one hand, guiding my cock inside its home with the other. With one roll of my hips, I thrust inside her. Nothing compares to being inside my woman. My personal world of pleasure.

	“Happy now?”

	“Stop talking, start fucking.”

	I bury myself to the hilt inside her and do just that until her sounds of satisfaction fill the room. Skin slapping, she comes with my name rolling out of her tempting mouth for a second time.

	When I spill inside her, I fall on the bed next to her, satiated for now.

	Propped on my elbow, I watch her. A pensive expression takes over her face, and she caresses her belly. “I’m not on the pill.”

	Thoughts run through my head. Could it be? So soon?

	She misinterprets my silence.

	“Afraid? Well, it’s too late for that.”

	With that, she hops off the bed and steps inside the shower.

	I stalk after her like a man possessed, and I might just be. She dropped a massive bomb on me.

	“What did you just say?”

	Water drenches me and she tilts her head, putting her hands on her waist. “Fucked up your plan?”

	“Are you pregnant?”

	My heart thumps in my chest, a thousand horses stomping to get free.

	And then I remember how she said she wanted to go to the pharmacy.

	“I’m not particularly thrilled, either.”

	I push her against the wall and wrap my hand around her neck. “You’re not particularly happy you’re carrying my child?”

	“Why would I be?”
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	My emotions are all over the place. He looked so hurt when I said that. But I am the one whose life will be turned upside down.

	He storms out of the bathroom, water dripping off him. He snatches up a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and slams the door shut, locking me in. Typical. 

	I towel dry myself and climb in bed, cussing him out. I can’t sleep, so I stare at the ceiling. 

	When I hear him come back, I feign sleep. I feel him bending over me. He places kisses on my belly, fingers trembling as he caresses it. I force my body to remain still.

	“Hello, my little wonder. I don’t know how I am going to be a good father when I forgot how to be even a decent human being, but for you, I’ll figure it out.”

	His deep but soft voice reminds me of the boy I once loved, afraid he would do something wrong when everything he did was naturally good. 

	“I hope your mother will love you. I know I will. I already do.” This time, I might kill him. Slowly. How dare he spew this nonsense? “Your mommy’s got shit for luck, don’t be too hard on her. It’s bad enough she will never escape me.”

	He places his cheek against my belly. “I will protect you at any cost. Love you with everything I am capable of . . .”

	By now, tears are falling down my face. 

	“You can stop pretending you’re asleep.”

	“I was giving you a moment with the baby.” Our baby. A new type of love breaks free, so pure and intense, it shines brighter than a thousand suns, lighting up my world, giving it new meaning. Mine and his, our little miracle. The wonder of our lives grows inside me. I squeeze my eyes shut, needing to tame that powerful reaction. What if I lose it? What if . . . ?

	A beat of silence stretches between us, making me jittery.

	“Get used to the idea that you’ll be spending the rest of your life here.”

	I drag in a lungful of air and try to reason with him. “Hayden . . .”

	He takes off, but this talk is far from over.

	I know my baby feels my mood, so I take a few calming breaths.

	It’s not even formed yet. Stop exaggerating. It’s just a clump of cells that will develop into a fetus first. You’re a doctor. I caress my belly, loving it already.

	“I’m sorry. I’m sure I’m going to apologize to you a lot.”

	I fall asleep only to wake the next morning to Hayden and a man dressed in a white coat stepping inside. 

	“Doctor Garcia is here to make sure you’re okay.”

	“You know I am a doctor too, right?”

	“I trust him more, since he’s an obstetrician.”

	Him being overbearing will be an even bigger challenge. I stand up, and when I’m next to Hayden, I lift on my toes, whispering, “You should start praying you’re going to be alive by the time our baby is born.”

	The man looks between us, and Hayden gestures for me to walk in front of him. Down the hallway, he opens a door. When I step inside, I find the entire room is filled with medical supplies. I hop on the examination table, and he puts a cover on the probe and squirts some gel on it. I know exactly how far along I am. He doesn’t have to tell me.

	“You’re five weeks pregnant.”

	I have seen many of these images but never felt anything like this. It’s overwhelming, but it also fills my chest with a love so intense it spills over.

	“I already guessed.” His supercharged sperm got me pregnant the first time. 

	“We need to order some blood tests.”

	While he draws a vial of blood, I don’t want to think about how sensitive the first trimester is. My baby is strong.

	“It’s early—”

	“I know.”

	Meanwhile, Hayden hasn’t taken his eyes off the sonogram.
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	I’ve spent seven years in a state of complete numbness and utter despair until now, when I see my baby. My heart thumps so loud, creating a symphony in my chest. I detect worry in her eyes the moment she stopped the doctor from saying more.

	“I’m not a doctor, so tell me.”

	“Well, it’s soon . . . there are always risks, and we have to wait until after the first trimester.”

	“We could lose it?”

	I look at Alessandra, and she avoids eye contact.

	I don’t think I can survive another loss, and this would feel like the worst. How can it be? I lost my entire family and survived somehow, but only thinking about losing my baby makes me mental.

	They continue talking, and she says she’s already taking the vitamins. She knows what to do and might hate me, but I won’t let her go. Or I could give her life back and find a solution. I shake that thought away. Once she’s gone, she would never allow me near her again, and I need to be around them to live.

	I accompany the doctor to the exit, and he pats my shoulder. “It’s frightening at first, but it will get better.”

	I doubt that. Great, so now I will worry for the rest of my life.

	“I have four. It gets easier with each one.”

	I doubt I will have more than this kid.

	When he’s gone, I find her in the same room, looking around.

	“So, will I give birth here?”

	“A team of specialists will be at our beck and call.”

	“Reassuring.”

	“I have to keep it safe.”

	“And you think I would hurt it? Really, are you completely mad?”

	“I can’t risk it.”

	She sticks a finger out at me. “You won’t use this baby as a way to cling to life.”

	Fuck me, how easily she sees through me.

	“That baby is my life.”

	Her eyes warm. “Do better for you and the baby, then.”

	She walks away while I look after her. Trying to get a grip on my yearning, I retire in my office.

	I pour myself a glass of scotch and drop into my armchair.

	Ron bursts inside. “What happened?”

	I take a sip from my drink and smile, pride filling every crevice in me like I never experienced in my life. “I’m going to be a father.” 

	He plops into the armchair in front of me, a big smile stretching his lips.  “Congratulations. How is Alessandra?”

	“Coming to terms with the idea.”

	“At least one of you isn’t surprised.”

	“Ha ha.”

	Numbers and lines draw up and down from my desktop, but I can’t focus. All I can think of is that little miracle growing inside her.

	“What are you going to do now?”

	“Keep them safe.”

	“So, where? Here?”

	“Where they are the safest, yes.”

	He shakes his head as if not understanding this vital role in me to protect them. It hits me like a ton of bricks.

	She tried to escape. Again.

	I am half bemused, half angry. She knew she was pregnant and still tried to leave me. 

	His brows furrow. “I don’t like that look in your eyes.”

	“I’ll be right back.”

	I dart out, trying to breathe in through this onslaught of emotions owning every fiber of me.

	Reaching the guest house with a calm exterior that masks the storm inside, I yell her name and take the stairs two steps at a time, but she isn’t inside. I scan the room as if she will manifest or appear out of thin air. I am losing my damn mind, but then I see her in the meadow, on her back, caressing her stomach. The image soothes something in me. Calmer, I walk toward her.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Hayden, I will not be bedridden. Everything is fine for now.”

	“Why are you so calm, huh? Don’t you care you could lose it . . . I . . .”

	She murmurs patience and sits up. “You’re going to worry me more than this pregnancy if you continue like this. I don’t want to know your stress level.”

	“You knew, didn’t you, and you still took the chance of leaving?”

	I grit through my teeth, and her shoulders slump. “Nothing happened.”

	“You won’t stop, will you?”

	“This is not the life I imagined, so . . .”

	“I could lock you right back inside. Do not force me to do that.”

	She whips her head to me, pointing her index finger toward my face. “Then don’t force this gilded cage on me.” 

	“You’re so unreasonable.”

	 “You kidnapped me, played mind games, chipped me and, yes, got me pregnant too.”

	“I did what I had to do.”

	She puts her palm on her chest in faux understanding. “Oh, sorry, then it’s all acceptable, and I’m just an unreasonable person. Go figure.”

	“And you had more than one chance to say you’re not on birth control,” I mumble. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. 

	“And you had more than one chance to use a damn condom.”

	We stare at each other in a battle of wills. “You should eat.”

	“I won’t starve, nor will I starve our baby.”

	Breathing in and out, I pray for patience. “I have to leave for a few days.”

	“Do not lock me in.”

	“You don’t give me any other alternative.”

	She shoots upright and puts her palms on my chest. Her blue eyes suck me in with their hypnotic allure. “This can go two ways. Don’t lock me up and I will stay, or lock me up and you can be sure I will find a way out.”

	“Why should I trust you? I trusted you once with my heart, with my life, and with my future.”

	She looks dejected. “Fine, don’t trust me, but don’t lock me in.”

	I step past her, but she is right behind me. I find Ron in my office, peering through the window.

	“Enjoy the show?” I ask, annoyance thick in my voice.

	“First baby fight. Cute.”

	“Shut up and make sure everything is ready. I want to get back home quickly.”

	As soon he’s out the door, she bolts through.

	“You won’t lock me in.” She jerks her chin my way, arms crossed, a ready-to-fight posture.

	There’s no winning with this maddening woman. “Fine. Now, I’m leaving. I have things to do.”

	“Let me guess, you’re going to research everything that could go wrong so you can use it against me. Need I remind you that your baby momma is a doctor, and you should trust her more.”

	I know she’s right, but I can’t stop thinking of worst case scenarios.

	“You’re not my baby momma. You’re my fucking wife who’s carrying my child.”

	Her mouth opens and closes. 

	“And don’t you dare deny it. You wanted your husband back. You fucking have him. Let’s see how you deal with that.”

	Taking a step back, she turns around and shuts the door behind her, the hinges vibrating. This is my second chance, and I won’t jeopardize it. I could have used a condom, but I wanted inside her. And now here we are, soon-to-be parents.

	After making some calls and ensuring my assistant clears my schedule, I go upstairs and find her in my room, looking out the window. This woman never ceases to surprise me.

	“I was thinking,” she says, tilting her head.

	That is never good for me.

	“I have to get ready, cariño.”

	“Oh, I’m cariño again, and all I had to do was get pregnant.”

	She purses her lips after her verbal slap. It’s so much more for me. The need to get inside of her overwhelms me. 

	“You liked it.”

	“Whatever, it’s not like I had a say in that.”

	“Are you looking for a fight? Because I am in the mood as well. What, now I forced you, right?”

	“This should have never happened like this!” she shouts at me, her chest heaving.

	“That’s the problem, that I’m the father.”

	“It’s more than that . . . all that happened, the fact that my career is over. I . . .”

	“Come on, say it. You don’t want the baby.”

	She holds herself together, and in this moment, it feels like my entire life slips from my hands. In three steps, I reach her. Holding her, I say, “Alessandra, we both know the truth . . . I can lie to myself, convincing me you’d love the man I am . . . The dream of a family with you is just that. Reality will crash on us. Yet, I’d take your hate to preserve the illusion.”

	Her eyes find mine, those eyes that starred in both my nightmares and my most beautiful dreams. There is disappointment in them and so much hurt. My actions cost me the love of my life, the only woman for me. Now, it’s as if the fucking life wants to make some amends, and I get a part of her that is just mine, ours. I can’t let her go. 

	“Just leave, Hayden. Go to your other woman.”

	She pushes me away, and I grip her chin. “What other fucking woman, cariño, when you’re the very blood that runs through my veins keeping me alive?”

	Her mouth opens in a stunned O. 

	“Never has been and never will be another woman for me but you.” I kiss her forehead and leave, letting her analyze my confession.

	Ron waits for me at the car. 

	“You’re not coming with me. I need you to take care of them.”

	“Nothing will happen to them here, and I won’t leave you alone.”

	“In there is my life, take care of them. I will be fine,” I say, allowing no further argument.

	I lean my head on the headrest and drive toward the airport. When the jet takes off, Ron sends me a text with a selfie of him and Alessandra. He’s grinning and she glares at the screen.

	I would cover my balls when you get back. And tell her who Aurora is to you before she kills you both.

	She wouldn’t do that, but she would raise hell if I brought her here without an explanation. I wonder if her jealousy is a product of hate or love? Because if I knew it was the latter, what the fuck would I do? It’s not as if I can erase what I did to her.

	When we land in Boston, my driver takes me straight to my penthouse where I change into my tuxedo and then head outside.

	My driver opens the door to the limo, and I step inside. I FaceTime Ron on the way to the gala, and he pats his belly.

	“All she’s been doing is baking cookies. They’re delicious, man. Still, I wouldn’t eat the ones she made especially for you, if you know what I mean.”

	“How is she?”

	“Honestly, I think she’s confused. I get you want to keep them safe, but you should consider letting your anger go and focus on the future you both wanted.”

	“Are you done?”

	“Whatever, stubborn ass.”

	“Call me if something happens.”

	“What the . . .?”

	I shoot upright in the backseat, my mouth opening to yell at the driver to turn around.  “What the fuck happened?”

	“Ahh, she turned around in bed.”

	“I’ll kill you.”

	He laughs like the idiot he is, happy to get at me like this.

	“Did she eat?”

	“I’m pretty sure this baby will be fine, but your heart is a different story. Chill, man.”

	I hang up and massage my temples when the driver parks.

	“We’re here, sir.”

	He opens the door for me. I step outside, arrange my cufflinks, and straighten my suit jacket.

	Inside the ballroom where the gala is hosted, I take everyone in. My eyes halt on the man responsible for killing my biological parents, Silas. Pure hatred boils through my veins, but I have to wait. He killed Rebecca and Ethan for their betrayal. They weren’t just my parents. Rebecca was also Aurora and Cameron’s mother, and Ethan was also Leonie and Kieran’s father. So, it was okay in my head for Kieran and Cameron to make the first step in having their revenge on slowly bankrupting him. My eyes land on Aurora, who is dancing with Kieran, and she sees me, the smile on her face going from surprise to genuine. So pure, it slams into me, remembering my biological mother—the same blue eyes, the same shiny blonde hair, and elegant features. I lift a glass of champagne at her, detecting the animosity oozing from Kieran and the others. I will have such fun revealing who I am. I have to give them that; they are resilient and have one hell of a team, but I’ve been in the game longer. 

	I move to go to them when Aurora escapes Kieran’s grip and comes to me. 

	“I think your husband plans to kill me.” 

	“Not without getting through me first.” She loops her hand around my elbow. I force my lips into a smile that appears natural enough. My facial muscles forget what it’s like to smile when I do it so seldom. Climbing down the stairs, we walk outside toward the porch that leads to a small garden. 

	“How long are you staying?” she asks.

	“Only for the weekend. You could come with me?”

	“I can’t.”

	From the corner of my eyes, I see Kieran glaring from the top of the stairs. Possessive. At least we have that in common.

	“I wish it was because he wouldn’t allow it, which I know he won’t. But I can see it’s more because of the way you look at him.”

	“I love him.”

	I grumble, jealous of my own fucking brother being loved by the woman he loves back. I try to mask my annoyance. It’s no one’s fault but mine, anyway.

	“You’re not pleased.”

	“I wanted to free you.” While trapping another woman. Shut up, fucking conscience. 

	“I am free.”

	That eases something in me. I have enough fucking problems to worry about.

	We find a bench and sit. “Kieran thinks you’re lying.” I’ve lied about my true identity but never about my intentions. 

	“He’s a clever and untrusting bastard.” I’m proud Kieran is that way. Maybe we’ll get along. 

	“Don’t provoke him. He has trust issues.”

	I burst into laughter, and she elbows me. “Sorry, but that was an understatement.”

	“Kieran thinks you want something from me.” 

	A shudder rocks me that softens her features.

	“Are you happy?” I ask instead.

	“I am.”

	I study her face, but there is no trace of a lie, so I nod. “You know I will always be there for you.” 

	Yanking something from my pocket, I give her a cell phone. Another one he can’t track. I want her to know I will always be just one call away if she needs me.

	“If I can’t contact you, I will barge through every fortress he might build to get to you.”

	She hugs me. “I feel this connection between us. I feel my mother is looking out for me by sending you.”

	Tears stream down her face, and I wrap my arms around her, trying to comfort her.

	“I miss her too.”

	“Will you tell me about your relationship with her?”

	“Not now, but soon. Your husband is approaching, and he doesn’t look happy.”

	“You don’t seem scared.”

	“He wishes.” 

	I mumble under my breath, and she elbows me playfully. “Be nice.”

	She kisses my cheek. “See you soon.”

	“You can bet on it.”

	“What did you do to make her cry?” Kieran asks.

	I lean on my palm, unfazed. 

	“He did nothing. We were just talking about my mom.”

	Kieran drags in a lungful of air and grits his teeth. “Sweetheart. This man is not who he says he is.” 

	A smirk quirks up my lips, daring him, and I wave a hand between us to show him he has nothing on me. 

	“Then what am I to her?”

	He takes a threatening step toward me when Aurora shoots to her feet and glares at us.

	“Behave.”

	“Let’s go.”

	She hugs me. I close my eyes, holding onto the fact I still have a family. And even though they could never replace what I lost, it makes it bearable enough to go through life one day at a time.

	“Stop touching my wife.” He loses his patience.

	I school my features into a mask and look her straight in the eyes.

	“If he’s too much, call me.”

	I brush past him. “If I can’t get a hold of Aurora, we’re going to have a problem. One you won’t like.” 

	He kisses her on the lips, staking his claim. I force my bile down, seeing basically my half-brother and half-sister kiss. That sounds so fucked up, even though there’s no blood tie between them.

	Walking away, I look up at the sky cloaked in darkness, remembering my father’s words,  “Family is all that matters.”

	 

	***

	 

	I’m at my penthouse, ready to fly back, when my phone rings.

	“Aurora, what happened?”

	“I need your help.”

	She tells me about Chiara, her best friend, wanting to escape and how she needs to help her. When Aurora tells me about the tracking chip Kieran implanted in her neck, I am both angry and proud. Fuck, I guess Kieran and I have more than one thing in common. We’re unhinged when it comes to our women. I gather my men and make a plan. 

	I will teach my brothers a lesson in humbleness and maybe bring their confidence down a notch. 

	We need each other. This provides the perfect opportunity to show them what I am capable of. 

	In the van, I sweep my eyes over each of my men with a serious stare.

	“Clean in and out, got it. No casualties.”

	“Yes, boss.”

	Alessandra will lose it when I come home tomorrow with my sister and another woman. I hop out of the van and wait for the signal. The guards are all down from the tranquilizers, no alarm ringing.

	Making my way through the dark hall, I sneak upstairs. Inside the guest room, I approach the bed. Chiara watches me with huge eyes as I put the needle in Cato’s neck. He’s flat out before even realizing what happened.

	“Don’t hurt him,” she whispers.

	Hmm, strange, considering how desperate she is to escape. “You should have thought about that before.”

	She shoots me a death glare. 

	“Wait downstairs. I am getting Aurora.”

	“We should leave her here.” 

	“No.” 

	The most important reason would be that I need her to trust me, even after I tell her the truth. So, whatever she will ask afterward, I will deliver it to her. And secondly, I want in their damn Syndicate. I have a baby on the way and Alessandra to think about. And there are no stronger bonds than familial ones.

	Inside the main bedroom, my sister looks at Kieran with so much guilt. I’m aware of what this betrayal will do to him. Still, I appreciate her loyalty to her best friend. 

	“What is that?” She points to the syringe in my hand, voice shaking.

	“It’s a sedative.”

	I insert the needle into his neck. He mouths her name even in sleep. So he does love her. Good to know. It gives me another fucking reason to try this whole family thing, not now, but when things settle.

	Downstairs, the girls hug, shaking like leaves.

	I don’t want to lie to her, so I keep my mouth shut. There are things you just can’t bounce back from. No one knows that better than me.

	An older woman I recognize as the housekeeper rounds the corner, coming to a complete halt, features tight with concern. Every fucking plan goes to shit because of the most stupid things, like assuming she would be too deep in sleep, and I didn’t bother with her.

	“Aurora?”

	“I’m coming back. Please, tell him I am coming back.”

	“Don’t do this, please.” 

	I move toward her, but my sister shoots me a glare not to do anything to her, and I stay put. 

	“I love him. I love him like crazy, but I have to do this.”

	Tears roll down Aurora’s cheeks, and the housekeeper turns around. “I didn’t see you tonight but come back.”

	“I will.”

	The girls hold hands on the way to the van. Inside, they eye my men and cuddle together.

	Aurora looks outside the window, and her friend says, “Thank you.”

	My sister palms her hand, nodding with a lost expression. 

	When we reach my private jet, I hand Aurora a bracelet, informing her it will mess with the signal her chip sends. After wrapping it around her wrist, she closes her eyes and turns around.

	After two hours, we land at the private airport. They take in the lush landscape.

	I call Ron. “Everything set?”

	“Yes.”

	I hang up, and when we approach the mansion, their eyes widen at the number of guards, exchanging a worried glance. 

	The car stops, and they hop out. I tuck Aurora to my side as we walk toward the entrance. She looks like the first time I met her—afraid, unsure, not the confident, happy woman from the gala two days ago.

	When I lift my chin, I find Alessandra giving me an evil glare.

	I tell Magdalena to show them to the guestrooms, and after they leave, Ron says, “This happens when you conceive a plan without me.”

	“I think I did great, considering I got in and out with them.”

	“Now you have them as enemies, and Aurora is still wanted.”

	“I fucking know.”

	 


Chapter 45
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	The nerve of him. In my mind, I have killed him a thousand times, only to bring him back to life and do it all over again. I can’t get Aurora out of my mind, her beauty, the way she clung to him. 

	Jealousy chews at my skin and spits the pieces out before taking another bite, bone deep this time.

	If I am shackled to him, he should have the decency to be the same. If this man thinks I will lie back and accept this, he’s in for a rude awakening.

	I have stewed in my anger ever since he left. Trying to calm down, I caress my stomach.  

	Sure, the timing sucks, but I love the baby already, even if we’re at a point in our lives when we don’t even know where we stand with each other. I want to get back and be a surgeon. I want him to give me the future we envisioned. 

	“You really wanted this, huh?” I ask my baby.

	Hayden steps inside, and his eyes warm when he finds me caressing my belly. For just a second, when he’s like this, I forget everything about this mess.

	He plops at the edge of the bed, his eyes taking me in. He stretches his hand out to me, but when I don’t take it, he drops it, and it hangs limply between his legs. 

	“How are you?”

	“The baby is terrific.”

	“I asked about you too.”

	“Hmm, that’s new. So how do you think this is going to work, huh?”

	“What she means to me—”

	“Don’t you dare tell me what she is to you,” I shout and press my hand to my chest so my heart stays where it should be.

	He stands up and cups my face.

	“You are the only woman I have ever loved until that part of me able to love died. No one but you.”

	When he shows me glimpses of how utterly broken he is, all I want to do is fix it, hug him, and love him. I am so messed up. Before his vendetta against me, I would have been the one who would have tried every day of my life to love him until he came back to me. But, no, he had to take this path.

	I push at his chest. “Yes, right. I would have loved you, for all of them, at the cost of even myself. Why didn’t you want my love, huh? Why did you make me believe our love was unconditional when it wasn’t? You should have stayed dead or come to me . . . We . . .”

	“We what? How do you come back from that? How?” he asks, kneeling in front of me, gripping my waist and holding on. “I see them every day.” Turmoil oozes from him.

	I kneel beside and hug him, caressing his back, desperate to ease him. “And every fucking day I think it’s my fault. I couldn't have saved them, maybe only if . . . But then I wouldn’t have had you, and that hurts even fucking worse.” The pain in his voice shatters me. 

	“It’s the same for me, baby. We can’t change what happened. All our regrets and remorse combined won’t bring us back what we lost.”

	After sitting in silence and reflecting on the past, he drags in a lungful of air. “Can I eat the cookies?” He lifts the somber mood with an arched brow, looking almost boyish. 

	I chuckle. “They will just affect your bowels.”

	“You wanted me to shit my pants?”

	“Seemed fair.”

	He kisses my belly, and I relax. It feels heavenly, his hands and lips on it.

	“Do you think I will be a good father?”

	“You will be great.”

	“Why?”

	With eyes locked, I say, “You already love our baby, and when you love, Hayden . . . you can only be great.”

	I let the tears fall. I miss his love, and it kills me inside—a slow, agonizing death.

	He wipes my tears away with his thumbs. “I hate when I make you cry.”

	I palm his cheeks. “I miss them too. I think of them every day, imagining what they would be like. The twins would be teenagers, and they would’ve raised hell wherever they would’ve gone. Ellie would have been beautiful, and Gillian and Mark . . .” 

	The words stick in my throat. “I don’t deserve this baby. How can I hold it? How will I kiss it with the same lips that made that choice that destroyed your entire family?”

	I sob, but he squeezes me to him, taking all my pain so I won’t have to feel it any longer.

	“I have to take care of something, but when I come back, we’ll talk.”

	“You just came back.”

	He kisses the top of my head and breathes me in. “Aurora is important to me.”

	Should it make me feel better because it feels like the knife digs even deeper? To look at her would mean to look at the woman he loves that’s not me. I don’t need the extra stress when I don’t know how to make things better for me and him. So, I’ll stay right where I am.

	I stare at his retreating back with a longing that consumes me.

	A few minutes later, Ron steps inside. “Wanna watch a movie?”

	“Thank you for being here for me.”

	He tips my chin up. “That man is wrecked inside, but he would do anything for you. I’m here because he trusts me to do the same for you.” Yet, all I want is for him to choose life.

	“A movie sounds great.”

	We go downstairs. After making popcorn, I sit on the couch next to him. “What’s she like?” I can no longer hold my curiosity at bay.

	“She reminds me of you—loyal, good, beautiful.”

	Scowling, I cross my arms across my chest. “Thank you. Now I feel better.” 

	“You don’t need to be jealous of her.”

	“Why?”

	“That’s not my story to tell. Look, I know it hasn’t been easy for you, but you’re the only one who gets through to him.”

	“I think there is a blonde in his house that proves that’s not true.”

	“Stubborn.”

	When the movie ends, I return to the bedroom. I lie on the bed, and all I can think about is Hayden.

	When I wake up, I lean against the window and see the blonde and the brunette watching me. They blink, and the brunette points at me, and it’s almost comical. But Aurora offers a small smile, and I have no idea what to make of it.

	Exhaustion weighs me down, and I prefer my little bubble. Who would have thought I’d prefer the safety of my cage instead of going out and knowing for sure who she is to him?  But I am not ready to have my heart broken again. 

	From the window, I watch him leave the house. He halts in front of an SUV and looks straight at me, those eyes pleading for an understanding I don’t know if I want to grant him. 

	I watch Aurora, and her sadness pulls at my heartstrings, while her friend looks like she carries the weight of the world on her shoulders.

	“Wanna go outside?”

	I startle when I turn around and find Ron.

	“Where did you come from?”

	“I slept on the couch.”

	“You never do that. Increased protection, huh?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then you should watch over her.”

	“I watch over his heart.”

	“Stop saying things like that.” Desperation twists my insides.

	“It’s the truth. Now, if you don’t want to go out, can you make some cookies since you don’t want to give Magdalena the recipe?”

	“It’s a family secret.”

	“How did you convince Granny?”

	“It became a tradition. On their birthdays or at Christmas, we baked. And the first birthday without him, I cried so much I had to take a sedative. She told me then.” I smile, remembering how she hugged me and how she comforted me.

	“I miss her. I have only her left of his side of the family.”

	Ron nods in understanding.

	I head down to the kitchen, making a batch of cookies, when there’s a deafening explosion. I race to the window where men are firing guns, leaving carnage behind. I stumble back, my hand flying to my mouth.

	Ron grabs my elbow and turns me around. His face is the image of calm.  

	“Nothing will happen to you, okay? I’m here. They can’t come inside without the code. It’s bulletproof glass.”

	“But Aurora, Magdalena . . .” I start to cry.

	 Ron battles with something internally, but he is resolute. “I can’t leave you unprotected.”

	“Go save her and everyone else you can. You just said no one can come through this door, right?”

	Indecision flickers in his eyes. 

	“She’s important to him, and I’ll be fine in here.”

	Ron relents, pressing in the code and slipping outside. Seeing the blood painting the cement a deep red, I push through the nausea. I can’t just sit back and do nothing. My conscience would never allow me to. And I took an oath to save lives. I pick up a knife and sneak outside. There is so much commotion, the masked men scanning the area as if searching for someone specific.

	I bend over a guard, blood oozing from a gunshot wound on his left side. I tell him to press on it and go check on another.

	Ron curses under his breath when he sees me, a pile of dead men around him.

	“What the fuck are you doing?”

	“Making sure everyone is okay.”

	“Go back inside.”

	“No.”

	I follow behind him. “Hayden will kill me, you know that?”

	“He doesn’t have to know.”

	Tires screech and a Jeep speeds away, but I see a blonde head. They took Aurora. Ron runs toward a car, but they have shot out the tires and he starts cursing next to it. That was planned. Everything turns silent. I see the brunette lying on the grass, curled on her side, rocking herself. 

	“Breathe,” I tell her.

	Her wide eyes find mine, and I extend my hand, smiling at her in reassurance.

	“They took my friend.”

	“I know. Come on. Let me check your injuries.”

	I help her up, and she follows me on shaky legs.

	“What happened?” Shock contorts her features.

	“Hayden underestimated the power of his enemies,” I say, and Ron holds his gun tightly, even though the danger has passed.

	“You look fine, except for a few scratches. Let’s go inside.”

	She shakes the entire way back to the house, yet she emanates a strength I find admirable.  Not once does she think of herself, only about Aurora. I inspect her, finding her uninjured.  

	Inside the house, she insists she wants to help rather than be knocked out by a sedative, and I accept it. After showing her how to clean and disinfect the wounds, I move from one guard to the other on the floor. So many died, yet a few have survived, and I will focus on them. 

	I am the embodiment of calm, as I have to function. Taking a long breath to steady myself, I begin to operate. 

	 


Chapter 46
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	In the jet taking me to meet with my brothers, my mind goes back to Aurora. 

	“I can’t postpone our talk. I have to be in the air shortly,” I say, and Aurora follows me into the office. The letters my biological mother gave me the last time we saw each other are scattered on my desk.

	Her eyes round when she sees them, recognizing the handwriting. 

	“Something to drink?”

	She nods, and I pour two tumblers of scotch. We move to the sofa, and face-to-face, I ponder how to tell her the truth. But I don’t have much time and better rip it off like a band-aid. 

	“I am not your uncle.”

	“What?” She jumps up, panic twisting her facial features. 

	“Sit down, Aurora, and stop being afraid of me.”

	“Is that a command?”

	I point to the couch, and she drops onto it as if her body can’t hold her straight any longer.

	“I don’t understand. I thought you . . .”

	“I am your brother.”

	Great job, Hayden. Her hands shake so badly that the liquid tips over. She gulps it down and looks me straight in the eyes.

	“What?”

	“Half-brother. Your mother got pregnant with me when she was young. She gave me away.”

	“My mom would never do that.” 

	My muscles tense with the reminder of my past. And all that rushes back in: confusion, anger, annoyance.

	“You would be surprised what people are capable of doing.” Looking at my watch, I realize there is not enough time for this conversation. “I really don’t have much time.”

	“I just found out that you’re not my uncle, but my brother in the span of minutes, and it’s you who doesn’t have time to explain?”

	A small smile grazes my lips.

	“This is the woman I want to see. A fighter.”

	Aurora places the glass on the table.

	“She never told me about you.”

	“Be strong, be brave, be happy?”

	“What about that?”

	“It was three—for all three of her children.”

	She blinks, shock having a firm grip on her. 

	“I don’t get it . . .”

	“Rebecca was young. The love of her life left her. My adoptive mother promised her I would be taken care of.” Which I was until . . . No, not going there.

	“I’m sorry.” 

	“Don’t be sorry for me. I survived. I was destined to be the strong one.” And dead inside. 

	I smile despite that knowledge to ease her a bit, but it’s as if she sees right through me with her inquisitive gaze. 

	“This changes everything.”

	“No. Your mother was the best version she could be to you. My feelings should never paint a different image of her.”

	“It does. How could she let you go?”

	“She did what she thought was best.”

	“But she found you, right?”

	“By then, my path in life was set.” From radiant to shredded. 

	“You’re my brother. Cameron and I have a brother.” Her voice is soft, ringing of excitement. 

	“My father is Ethan. Your husband’s father.”

	She blinks, mouth hanging open. 

	“I was the product of their youth. The day they had the accident, they wanted me to meet you. I’m sorry it took me this long to find you. Cameron, with his yearly two flights to England, finally tipped me off.”

	“You’re Kieran’s brother?”

	I nod, and she places her palm on my arm.

	“Tell him. Please.”

	For the first time, I feel that sibling connection I thought I’d never experience again.

	“Not even two minutes as your brother, and you’re already protecting me. It should be the other way around.”

	She throws herself in my arms. Hugging me. For a moment, I freeze, then my body relaxes. 

	“I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.”

	“Don’t be sad for me.” 

	“You didn’t deserve to be abandoned. I can’t believe she did that.”

	“Aurora, all she did was love and protect you.” She has to believe that. And I forgave my biological mother. 

	“By never protecting my brothers.”

	“Read her letters. I have to go.” 

	I sigh. When things calm down, I’m going to tell her more. 

	My phone rings when I land, and I answer right away.

	“I need to fly back home tonight,” Aurora says.

	“What did you do?”

	“What was necessary to save your life.”

	“I love your protectiveness, but I survived until now, and none of them scare me.”

	“Yes, well, I know my husband and brother. Not fearing them is plain stupid.”

	“What did you do?”

	“It was Chiara.”

	“I’ll let my men know. I’ll wait for you at the airport.”

	I hang up and my driver parks at their headquarters, a five-story tinted glass building enclosed by a thick forest. When he follows me after opening my door, I stop him. “It’s okay. Wait here.”

	“Sir.”

	“That’s an order.”

	Plus, it’s better to avoid conflict. We have enough to deal with as it is.

	This time, I step inside the conference room, not as a potential candidate but as the enemy in their eyes. 

	“I assume the time for bullshit is now over.”

	Kieran emanates so much anger that I have to tread carefully. It’s more than Aurora’s request. He is my brother and thinks the woman he loves betrayed him. I know how volatile that makes a man.

	My other brother, Cameron, points at the table while Cato’s hand twitches on his gun. He’s not my brother, and if he does something stupid, he will face the consequences.

	“I have been in this game longer than you have. And I have the advantage of knowing you before you even had me on your radar. Don’t take this personally.”

	“One of these days, we will retaliate,” Cato says.

	“No, you won’t.”

	“Motherfucker.”

	I wave them off. “Aurora and Chiara are flying back tonight.”

	“We know,” says Cato.

	“I want a seat at your table and twenty-five percent.”

	They burst into laughter. I grit my teeth at their childlike behavior.

	“Or I will take thirty-three percent. From you, Kieran, and Cameron, and help another mafia family take over, Cato. The possibilities are endless.”

	They shoot to their feet. The atmosphere tenses as we stare each other down, and all four of us draw our guns. The door opens, and my man bursts inside.

	“Boss, they stormed the house.” Panic rings in his voice. 

	I pluck my phone from my suit jacket, rage unfurling inside me. “If something happens to the women . . . Find them and get them into the safe house,” I shout into the phone to Ron, who assures me Alessandra is all right, and he’s searching for the others. I hang up, relieved and terrified at the same time. 

	My soul just left my fucking body.

	When my phone rings for the second time, I’m sure I’m one ring away from a fucking heart attack. Summoning my calmest voice, I say, “Aurora, don’t be scared. I will come after you.”

	Kieran points his gun at my head, finger twitching on the trigger.

	“Any last wishes?” Even with the muzzle of his gun pointed straight between my brows, I brush him off. 

	“I don’t have fucking time for this. You want her back as much as I do. We’ll continue this discussion afterward.”

	“If something happens to them, I will hunt you down,” Cato swears, and we hurry out. Kieran calls Aurora, telling her to take off her bracelet.

	When we get in my jet, Cameron, who has been silent, eyes me quizzically. The assessing type that makes him lethal.

	I need to know who dared to attack my home. And when I find them, I’ll make them regret their stupid decision. 

	“I thought you took care of your father and Delaney.”

	Cameron grits his teeth. “We did.”

	“Then someone is helping them.”

	I call on my best men to get ready. We’re going to war.

	“I have her,” Kieran says, looking at his phone, which sends back her location, and I can breathe a bit better.

	“You’re not our fucking uncle and definitely not my fucking half-brother,” Cameron says, and I look him straight in the eye.

	“Are you sure?”

	“Start talking.” Kieran’s fingers tap on the gun. He’s entirely too conceited. Must run in the family.

	“We can have this conversation after we get them back safely.” I have to know Alessandra is all right and save my sister. 

	“We will find her.” 

	Kieran rakes a hand through his hair. “Why does she trust you so much? Buying into all your bullshit?”

	“You should ask her that.” 

	We all fall silent, likely preparing for what’s to come and then Kieran says, “I need a submarine and a helicopter. She’s not on land anymore.”

	 I have to reach the compound, find out what the fuck happened. I tried to access the cameras, but they’ve all been shot out. So, someone from the inside helped them. 

	When we land, I go toward my car. “I have to look after someone.” 

	“I’m coming with you,” Cato declares. 

	We separate: Kieran and Cameron in one car. Cato and me in a different one, speeding away.

	“Do not make me kill you. Chiara is under my protection.”

	“You did a shit job of that, but I just want to know she’s okay.”

	As we come up on the grounds of the house, my chest threatens to explode when I am faced with the carnage.

	I run inside the house and freeze when I see my wife with blood covering her hands.

	I rush to her and squeeze her to my chest. She blinks at me, as if now realizing I am here.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Operating.”

	“This room is not meant for that.”

	“Yes, well, I had to improvise, and Ron said the closest hospital is thirty miles away. None of these men would have made it.”

	This is where she is supposed to be, in an operating room, saving lives.

	 

	***

	 

	“So, who’s that?” Cato asks when we’re in the Jeep.

	I pin him with an icy glare. “I can be your friend or your enemy. It’s your choice, depending on what you say next.”

	“If she ever wants to escape, then at least I should offer her my services. I’d do a better job.”

	“Do that and see how quickly you end up dead.”

	“Such a promising start to you wanting to become a part of our Syndicate.”

	I tighten my grip on the steering wheel, knuckles whitening. “Whoever was responsible for betraying me will be dealt with.”

	“The only reason you’re still breathing is because both Chiara and Aurora are alive.” 

	The fucker silences me.

	Cutting the engine, we bolt straight to the helicopter, which immediately takes off. When we reach the ship, the helicopter circles around it. Blood and bodies paint the deck, the men dressed in all black inching forward. We slide down on two ropes, landing with a thump on the deck, and I draw my gun. 

	Cato has my back as we shoot the few remaining men. I throw a stun grenade, and Cameron and Kieran disappear inside the smoke while Cato and I secure the rest of the deck with our men. Cameron is the first to appear, frustration clear in the tic of his jaw. He hasn’t found Aurora. But when we turn around, Delaney, the man who bought my sister from Silas and the reason Kieran married her in order to protect her, is coming out. 

	So, this motherfucker, who’s into buying young girls, was behind it all and that means Silas is not far away. I should have seen that coming. The sweet revenge coats my taste buds. He’s holding a gun to Aurora’s head. Three guns point at his head and chest while he taunts us.

	Cameron says something in his earpiece, but I can only focus on my sister, pale and bruised. No, I won’t lose her. I won’t lose anyone else that I love. 

	“Delaney, how do you think this is going to end?” Cato asks him.

	“Don’t take another step.” 

	“You’re surrounded.” Cameron’s patience runs thin at this idiot thinking he could survive our wrath.

	I see Kieran approaching from behind Delaney’s back with the lethal precision of a panther. The others must too, because they drop their guns. But I have to buy him more time. I still point my gun at Delaney.

	“Drop it, or I will shoot her.”

	The next second, my sister plunges a knife into his side and runs toward Kieran.

	Two guns go off, and Aurora’s body jerks with the hit. Kieran catches her. Blood covers his hands while he holds her to his chest. I know it’s bad from the scarlet blood darkening her shirt. Cameron slits Delaney’s throat and lets out a pained groan when he sees Aurora’s state.

	I try to find a pulse with trembling fingers when she goes limp. 

	“Don’t fucking touch her.” Anger burns in Kieran’s eyes.

	A ragged breath escapes my dry mouth when I find a faint one. “There’s a pulse.”

	I fucking pray she’s still alive. He yanks my hand away, and I let it be.

	While I try to take her, Kieran holds her tighter, and we run toward the helicopter. I call the doctor I have at my disposal.

	“I’m out of the country.”

	“Why the fuck do I pay you, then?”

	I call Ron next. “Aurora got shot. I don’t . . .” Voice shaking, I continue, “Take Alessandra with you to the secret compound.”

	We place her in the helicopter and wait for Cato. He gives the okay sign when he comes from below deck and climbs the rope. Three explosions erupt, sinking it. 

	“We should have taken him down sooner.” Cameron speaks about his father. I squeeze his shoulder.

	“Aurora will live.” She has to. 

	We land next to the compound, a building so secured by the thick jungle, no one could find it. A green steel-and-cement combination, blending with the vegetation not far from my home.

	Kieran rushes with Aurora to the compound, and my eyes land on Alessandra. Tiredness stretches on her features, and when her eyes find me, there is worry in them, but she quickly blinks it away, pointing to a makeshift operating room inside transparent walls. Kieran places her on the bed, and Alessandra goes straight to her. 

	I know it’s bad when her eyes widen.

	“She’s not breathing.”

	Alessandra pushes down on her chest, giving her CPR. 

	I stare at Aurora, looking more dead than alive.

	“Hayden,” Alessandra says low, her voice ringing with fear.

	“Save her.” Our eyes are locked. “Her life for yours.”

	She prepares a defibrillator. Aurora’s chest rises and falls, but no pulse. The second time, nothing happens either. Alessandra’s hands shake. My breath seizes when Aurora’s chest lurches two more times.

	“We have a pulse. You’re a fighter, aren’t you?” Alessandra throws the defibrillator aside.

	“I need to operate.” 

	I am in a trance as she talks to Kieran. 

	“She lost a lot of blood. What’s her blood type?”

	The question brings me back to here and now. “Type O,” Kieran, Cameron, and I say.

	“We need blood. What we have won’t be enough.”

	I roll the shirt sleeve over my elbow. “Take all you need.”

	“I can’t just take your blood. What if it isn’t a match? She will die for sure.”

	“Take my fucking blood. It won’t kill her.”

	“Hayden,” she pleads with me.

	“She’s my fucking sister, and I have the same blood type, so take my damn blood and save her.”

	Silence follows as she blinks at me.

	“Are you fucking delusional, man?” Cameron says, but I ignore his and Kieran’s groans.

	She stabs my vein with a needle, taking my blood and readying it for Aurora.

	“Not jealous anymore, cariño?”

	“Shut up or I’ll drain you.”

	“I’m not alive anyway.”

	She ignores my comment, and the compound turns silent as she operates.

	After the longest hour of my life, Alessandra pulls out the bullet. “The bullet is out, and I haven’t seen any internal bleeding, nor did the bullet perforate any organs. We just have to wait for her to wake up,” 

	“Thank you,” I whisper, relief coursing through me.

	I saved my sister, but I just lost my wife.

	“I might need more blood.”

	“Then take more.” I push through the bout of dizziness. 

	“You need a break.”

	“I don’t need a fucking break,” I counter and shoot to my feet, my vision blackening.

	“My point exactly.”

	She storms away with pursed lips. 

	Kieran looks at me. “You have some explaining to do.” 

	“I don’t have to explain shit to either of you, brother.” 

	We stare each other down.

	“I am not your fucking brother,” he says back through a clenched jaw.

	“If your father is not your biological father, then you’re right, we aren’t.”

	Exhaustion is clear in his features as he studies me with barely controlled anger.

	“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Cato approaches and looks straight at me.

	“All I wanted was for my sister to be fine.”

	“You know you have another one?” Kieran asks.

	“Yes, and you and your mother love Leonie enough for me not to intervene.”

	Through gritted teeth, he says, “My wife is not your concern either. She wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.” 

	“No, she wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t born into our world.”

	“This talk is not over.” Kieran redirects his attention to Aurora, clasping her hands and kissing them softly.

	Cameron slips through the curtains and squeezes his shoulder. “Aurora will pull through this. She’s strong.”

	We all nod.
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	From the corner of my eye, I watch all three men gazing at Aurora with so much love. I sigh. I wish I wasn’t petty, but it hurts. Hayden set me free. For her. I am also happy I could save Aurora, his sister. Finally, I was able to save one member of his family. It’s not as if my sins are washed away. Nothing could do that.

	A blondish guy with a classic handsomeness approaches me. I garnered his name and all the others from their tense discussions. Cameron leans next to me on the wall.

	“Thank you for saving my sister.”

	“I’m glad I could. You just found out you have a brother.”

	“I don’t know for how long if he keeps pushing Kieran like this.”

	Chiara walks toward me with slumped shoulders, looking wretched. Through teary hiccups, she says, “Thank you so much.”

	She wraps her arms around me, and Cameron arches an elegant brow, looking at Chiara.  “So, runaway girl, this was a short trip.” 

	She freezes in my arms.

	It’s kind of fascinating watching the three guys interact. Kieran has this presence around him, like something dark looming. Cato doesn’t even hide it. It oozes from him. And Cameron, he gives you the impression you’re safe with him, but under the easygoing façade lurks something else.

	“I have to check on her.” 

	I don’t know what I expected after the revelation, after Hayden set me free. But everything has changed between us. He doesn’t even look at me when I approach him and leaves immediately. 

	Kieran snickers. “So, you’re his weakness.” 

	I gesture for him to make room. “I am no one.” 

	He cocks his head, disbelief written all over his face. I work around him because he has one hand gripping hers, holding her with a desperation not to lose her. I understand that.

	Her pulse is stable. I make sure she is comfortable and give Aurora another round of painkillers.

	“You saved my wife. I owe you.”

	“I already got what I wanted.”

	“My offer will always stand.”

	“Thank you, but this is my job.” I caress my stomach. Hopefully, I’ll still find one when I get back to my life. A hiss parts Kieran’s lips when he moves, and I see the gunshot wound on his shoulder, blood seeping from it. 

	“Let me look at that.”

	“It’s nothing.” Typical man. The bullet went clean through, so I clean the wound and stitch him up.

	“You should sleep as well.”

	His entire posture stiffens. He won’t move from her side.

	“I’ll come check on her later.”

	He nods, his eyes never leaving her.

	“She’s a tough one.”

	“She is.”

	“I have to know how she’s doing. She’s really going to be fine?” Chiara asks, eyes round with worry.

	“It was a deep wound, but she was lucky it didn’t hit any major organs. I was worried about the blood loss more.”

	“I shouldn’t have dragged her here.”

	“Hey, what are besties for, if not to be there for each other?”

	“Yes, she’s amazing.”

	“I thought she was with Hayden.” I feel my cheeks heat.

	“Jealousy is never rational.” 

	I nod, and she peers at me curiously. “So, you and Hayden . . .?”

	“Complicated.”

	Cato walks past us, and she sighs.

	“That’s my husband.”

	“Why did you run away?” She stares into my eyes, and I am sure mine must ask her a hundred questions. “Did he mistreat you?”

	“No, nothing like that. It’s complicated.”

	We smile in understanding at each other. It feels nice to talk to her.

	“You should sleep. I mean, you single-handedly saved six people today.” 

	Today has been intense; I can barely keep my eyes open. I’m out the moment my head hits the mattress. When I blink awake, I realize I’m still at the compound.

	Aurora is the first thing to pop into my head. I walk to her room and see her caressing Kieran’s jaw while he lies beside her. It breaks my heart in a good way, with the beauty of their love.

	I go to her, and it is only now that I can point out the similarities between her and Hayden.

	“You saved my life, thank you,” she whispers.

	Kieran stirs next to her, and she keeps stroking him, and only after she’s sure he’s still asleep, she says, “Knowing him, he was up all night.”

	She smiles at him, eyes brimming with love.

	“I have to check you out.”

	“When he’s awake.”

	I arch my eyebrow at her, but she remains resolute, so I give them a moment. I can’t believe Hayden hasn’t checked on me. The potent mix of anger and frustration brewing inside of me will most likely poison me.

	I find Chiara outside the room. “He’s asleep, but she’s awake.”

	She rushes to her, taking the place on her other side.

	Hayden continues his talk with Cameron and Cato outside the compound. Patience. I need patience before I throw something at his head.

	I find Ron beside the Jeep and walk toward him while he takes me in with worry.

	“Are you all right?”

	“Yes, I just need to check on the others in the house.”

	“They’re fine.”

	“I have to make sure.” 

	“I have to check with Hayden first.”

	“Look, you can drive me, or I will drive myself.”

	When he walks over to him, I climb into the car with the key in the ignition. Ron darts to the car, and Hayden shouts, “Where the fuck are you going?”

	I put the car in reverse and speed away.

	This time, I won’t get lost. I park and notice a car coming up behind me. Hmm, my bet is it’s Hayden. Why do I feel giddy inside?

	His anger excites me.

	When I climb out, he strides to me, caging me in. His palms flatten on each side of me, trapping me between the car and his chest.

	“You might be free, but we still have something that binds us.”

	“Yes, yes, I get it. ‘Alessandra, save my sister, and you’re free! Now you’re free, but take care of my kid.’ Asshole.”

	I push him off me, but he backs me up again and grips my chin.

	“I fucking live to see that fire in your eyes.”

	“Since when?”

	He buries his head in my neck, causing goose bumps to erupt, and his body shakes. “Stop provoking me.”

	I push him away. This time, he lets me go but still follows me. I find the wounded guards doing better already. The bodies and the blood are gone too. Magdalena shuffles in the kitchen, and when she sees me, she rushes to me.

	“You’re an angel. Thank you.” She glares at Hayden, and I suppress a smile. After I check on more of the injured, I head back out. I’m walking to the car when Hayden grabs my hand.

	“I will drive.” 

	I snatch my hand away. “I will drive.”

	“Stop being difficult.”

	“Or what?”

	I take a step toward him. It’s the hormones, surely, because not even an inch of my body wants him. Liar. 

	He lifts me up, and I squeal, hanging over his shoulder.

	“What are you doing?”

	He slaps my ass. “You hate me if I don’t fuck you. You hate me if I do. Cariño, you love to fucking hate me. So at least, let me fuck you.”

	He’s stunned me into silence.

	“I don’t hate you.”

	“No, you don’t.”

	He carries me inside my place, taking two stairs at once. When we’re in the bedroom, he puts me down.

	He undresses me quickly before dragging me into the shower. He turns the knob, and the hot water drenches me. When he’s naked, he slips inside.

	“You’re still mine.”

	His finger follows the pattern from my mouth where he whispers, “These are mine.” To my heart, “This is mine too.”

	“The one you ripped out. There is nothing there any longer.”

	His palm finds my belly and flattens on it, making an emotional mess out of me. “This is mine.”

	His finger glides lower, and my legs buckle as his fingers begin tracing the contour of my pussy. “And this is mine too.”

	He lifts my chin. “Come on, deny it. Freedom is nothing when I still own you completely. Always have, always will.”

	I slap my palm on his chest. “Fuck me already or let me be.”

	Instead, he shampoos me, leaving me breathless with the tender gesture while the bastard chuckles.

	“Something wrong?”

	“I don’t need you for that.”

	I close my eyes for a moment. But there is no escaping him. 

	“What are you doing?”

	His voice turns husky, following my hand traveling down my belly. I slide one finger inside. He slaps my hand away.

	“Taking care of what you won’t. What? Can’t get it up unless I am tied up?” I taunt him, and he slams right into me, filling me to the hilt. I gasp for air. So full, so good.

	“Is this hard enough for you?”

	At the exquisite sensation, I throw my head back, and he bites my shoulder, thrusting in and out of me, hitting all the right places. Pleasure crashes over me every time I feel the ridge of his cock.

	“Keep that shit up, and you’ll see where it leads us.” He’s so deep inside me, I moan, flattening my palms on the wall.

	Challenges, choices, taunts, so very exhilarating. It’s the new us, and so deeply wrong.

	“Oops, I forgot about the condom.”

	“Infuriating man.” 

	He chuckles. We chase a release, that pleasure only our bodies connected can achieve. Hips rocking, skin slapping, I come clenching on him, and he spills inside me. “It’s not like we need to use them anymore.” He winks at me. “I can’t get you any more pregnant.”

	“You like this, don’t you?”

	He turns his back to me, and his shoulders drop, mumbling, “Just taking what I can.”

	Those words filled with resignation tear at my heartstrings. He rinses himself off and says over his shoulder. “I’ll be waiting at the car.”

	I dry myself and put new clothes on. I find him in the driver’s seat. He slides a pair of sunglasses up his nose. Good-looking asshole.

	“Whatever.”

	We reach the compound, and everyone is scattered around, eyeing Aurora and Kieran.  Aurora crosses her arms and says something to Kieran while he drags in a lungful of air, eyes locked in a staring contest.

	“I can’t stay here a second longer.”

	“We can bring you to the house,” I offer.

	 Kieran scoops her up and turns to me.

	“Am I hurting her if I hold her like this?” The love burning in his eyes has me shaking my head. He might be overbearing, but I guess she likes that as she lies peacefully in his arms.

	Walking outside, he places her in the car. They follow us back to the house. Hayden shows him to a guest room, where Kieran immediately puts Aurora in bed.

	I look at her wound and the dried blood.

	“How is your pain level from one to ten?” I ask.

	“Six.”

	Kieran pales, and she sighs.

	“I should have lied.”

	“Aurora.” He inhales as if to calm himself down. “Sweetheart, I promise you can run a marathon afterward if you want to, but just heal first.”

	I change her bandage and give her painkillers.

	“So, you’re with my brother?”

	“No.”

	The asshole mumbles behind me, “What about half an hour ago?” 

	Hayden approaches her. “So was it adventurous enough for you?”

	“For a while, at least.” Aurora tries to make light of the situation, and it’s impossible not to like her. She has a good aura surrounding her. 

	“For a while? Good luck with that,” her husband says.

	“And now leave me alone with my doctor.”

	Chiara rushes over to us, and Kieran eyes her with a warning before leaving as well.

	“You really had to marry the scariest man possible, didn’t you?”

	She smiles dreamily. “Didn’t have much of a choice and still wouldn’t change a thing.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Chiara.” Aurora squeezes her hands. “I know you feel guilty, but this is not your fault.”   She turns to me. “What about you? What are you going to do?”  

	“Going back home to continue my fellowship. My relationship status is a little more complicated.” 

	Chiara grins. “Wanna become besties?”

	We burst into laughter. Spending time with these two keeps me from retreating in my head. I know it’s because of the similarities between us.

	Aurora takes Chiara’s hand. “So, how are you?”

	“I don’t know . . .”

	“Why did you want to leave?” I ask.

	Aurora eyes her and then whispers to me while Chiara sighs, “She’s running from herself.”

	I nod and blurt out, “I thought you were Hayden’s lover.”

	Aurora shudders. “Now I understand the intense glare.”

	“Sorry.”

	“No problem. He’s even more secretive than my husband, and that’s saying a lot.”

	Chiara snaps out of her funk. “If that asshole keeps ignoring me . . .”

	“I thought you didn’t want him.” Aurora eyes her with a knowing look.

	“Ugh.”

	She storms away. Aurora places her hand on mine and sends my emotions overflowing again.

	“It’s all so much. I don’t know how to do this.” I sniffle.

	Now is not the time to have a meltdown. But I can’t seem to help myself. Aurora pulls me down to her side, and I put my face in my hands.

	“We’re family, okay, and we’ll always be there for each other.”

	I offer a small nod, and she says, “Please, tell my husband I can fly back. I miss my home, my garden, and my writing.”

	“In a few more days, I promise.”

	When Kieran comes back, I retreat. In the hallway, my eyes widen when I find Chiara arranging her dress with a furious Cato brushing past her.

	 “Asshole,” she grumbles. “Don’t even ask. I need a shower.”

	“Let’s go to my place.”

	I take her there, punching in the code.

	“Wow, he didn’t mess around with your protection.”

	“Yes, he can build one hell of a beautiful prison.”

	I sigh, showing her the bathroom and giving her fresh clothes.

	“I’m taking a shower.” 

	When she comes downstairs, I offer her cookies.

	She munches on one. “Oh my God, these are great.”

	She has a glass of wine, while I have grape juice in a wine glass.

	“How long have you been here?”

	“Almost three months.”

	“I know we just met, but I’m a good listener. I’m also a good talker.”

	“It’s just . . .” I caress my belly. “I don’t know how to deal with all of this. You would think all I did here was think, but I buried it so deep, I’m afraid to face it.”

	“You will, though. You’re strong, and after this, you’ll come out even more badass than you are. We’re also here for you.”

	“There is this battle inside me, and he’s at the center of it all.”

	“I get that. Aurora too. She always had a crush on Kieran. I fought and fought, and I am just exhausted. I’m done running and ready to face my feelings for Cato. I also almost got my best friend killed and started a war between brothers. So, there’s that too.”

	“Don’t let guilt dictate your actions.”

	“Seems to me you know what you are talking about.”

	“I have loved Hayden since I was eighteen, and I think after what I did, I deserve the man he’s become, but . . .”

	She shakes her head, placing a hand on top of mine. “No, you should never settle for anything but the best in a man.” 

	“You don’t know what I did.”

	“I’m almost sure whatever it was, you did it because you had no other choice.”

	“We always have a choice.”

	She shrugs. “Yes, well, point me to someone who doesn’t make mistakes.”

	We cling to that, and after we suppress our yawns for the third time, we say goodnight, and she walks out.

	The next morning, I find Aurora lying in a lounge chair outside with Kieran watching over her. Chiara intercepts me on my way over to her. 

	“I need this,” she tells Kieran.

	Kieran nods with a clenched jaw. Chiara and I exchange a look.

	“Don’t even start,” Aurora says, her grin infectious as she smiles at him brightly. “You have to pick your fights.”

	With that, she silences Chiara and me. It’s as if we all need a few minutes to digest what has transpired over the past few days. Reconstruction of the house is already in full swing. There is an army of men patrolling the grounds. But they all look relaxed, which means the danger is contained.

	“I’m glad your sperm donor got what he deserved,” Chiara says.

	Aurora’s head drops. “He stopped being my father a long time ago. Yet, he was my father . . .”

	Her words hit me in the chest. I can wholeheartedly understand her.

	We spend the rest of the day together. Similar experiences really do create deeper bonds. I would have never expected these two to become so important to me so quickly.
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	The danger has passed, but men in our position are aware of the possibility of new threats at any time. After all the talks, we came to an understanding on how to work with each other because we all have someone we love to protect.

	Behind the big window, I see all three women on the couch, laughing. 

	I ask Ron, “How did they get inside?”

	“Alessandra knows the code.”

	I chuckle. I am so fucking proud of her.

	“Watch them,” I tell Ron. 

	He tips his chin, and I scan my men outside.

	“Find out who betrayed me.”

	But it won’t be easy. Whoever it was hid his tracks. 

	“I will.”

	Kieran, Cato, Cameron, and I step into my office, and while I take a seat in my chair, Kieran and Cato sit on the couch and Cameron in the armchair.

	“So, you always were a step ahead of us?” Kieran asks.

	“Our father reached out to me.”

	Kieran grits his teeth. “You could have said something sooner.”

	“I wanted to see if you’d reach the potential he always raved about.”

	“I exceeded it.”

	The cocky bastard. 

	“I could have killed you.”

	“You could have tried.”

	Kieran smirks and Cato says, “Maybe we were always meant to be four.”

	An understanding passes between us.

	“You got the place you wanted, brother,” Cameron sneers, adding, “Welcome to the family. I hope you’re up for it.”

	“You did good for yourself,” Kieran says.

	“I had a great mentor.”

	Kieran has a nostalgic expression on his face. “Yes, he was that.”

	I walk to the cabinet, taking out a bottle of scotch and four glasses. After I pour and give each of them a glass, we raise our glasses to toast before taking a sip. 

	When night descends, Kieran rises. “I’m going to take my wife to bed.”

	The three of us remain, and Cameron stretches. “I can’t wait to be fucking home.”

	“Why? Is your dick falling off already from the lack of sex?” Cato smirks.

	“Fuck you, I am not trapped by a woman like you three assholes.” 

	“For now.”

	“What are you going to do about Chiara?”

	“I will give her her fucking freedom.”

	He throws back his scotch, slams down the empty glass, and leaves the room.

	“He’s going to do something stupid.” My brother shakes his head.

	“Something tells me you can’t stop him.”

	Cameron grits his teeth. “That’s a trait we all have in common, don’t we, brother?”

	“You’re pissed.”

	“You should have been at our side, not blindsiding us.”

	“I had to make sure.”

	“What, that I am not like my father?”

	“Are you?”

	He stands to his feet, buttoning his suit jacket. “I’m more cunning than that. Don’t piss me off again.”

	With that, he leaves. Fuck, if he doesn’t wear his mask well. I guess you have to when you have to face the man who killed your mother and work by his side while secretly ruining him. 

	After I climb into bed, I cross my hands behind my head. Missing Alessandra is imprinted on every fiber of my being. This battle rages through me. 

	It will be impossible to stay away from her. Another vow I can’t respect. 

	Fuck my life.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day, everyone is getting ready to fly home.

	I find Alessandra in the meadow, her eyes toward the sky. She looks over her shoulder at me. 

	“Everyone is safe from me except for your father. You can go back as if nothing happened.”

	“I can’t just go back. They think I’m dead.” 

	“The night I took you, I lied. No one thinks you’re dead. Your family thinks you’re back at the hospital, and the hospital thinks you’re taking care of your ill father.”

	She shakes her head at me in disbelief. She opens and closes her mouth, remaining silent.

	“Ready to go back?”

	She nods and passes by me. 

	“We need to talk,” I say to her back.

	“And I’ll talk when I’m ready to talk.”

	“Will you go back to the apartment?”

	“That place is yours.”

	“It’s yours.”

	She storms away, and I fist my hands at my sides, getting in the car. 

	In the jet, Aurora has her head on Kieran’s shoulder, and Cato and Chiara are engaged in a full-out silent war. Cameron sips from his drink, eyeing everyone with an inquisitive expression. 

	I plop in front of Alessandra, and she huffs, “Really?”

	I lean forward. “What, Alessandra?”

	Whatever she sees in my eyes, she turns her head to the side and ignores me.

	From the corner of my eye, I see Aurora and Kieran retreating, then Cato and Chiara after my brother dared her to a game of strip poker. I swear, the guy lives for trouble.

	Alessandra gets up and moves to sit next to Cameron, sharing AirPods as moans come from the back of the cabin. My bet is Cato and Chiara, as my sister still has to recover. I try to get some work done amidst all the chaos.

	When we land, we drive to Kieran’s place, and Alessandra takes everything in with an awed expression at the impressive limestone mansion.

	“Wait until you see my garden,” Aurora says, offering for Alessandra to stay here. But when she finds out Cameron’s place is empty, she opts to go there.  

	“I want two days of radio silence.” Kieran ushers Aurora toward the house.

	He shuts the door in my face, and my other brother waves at me, grinning as he leaves with Alessandra. Breathing through the onslaught of fury, I jerk my chin to Cato.

	“Is he always like this?” 

	“Yes.”

	Fucking asshole.
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	I’ve been at Cameron’s house for two days. I thought by now, Hayden would come blazing through the doors. Whatever. We don’t need him, baby. 

	I sit with Chiara at the dining table. “Cato’s a thick-headed asshole. But I will crack him. Just wait and see.”

	I smile, and Cameron strolls inside.

	“Ladies, lovely having the two of you here.”

	“You couldn’t handle both of us.” Chiara sasses at him, and he leans into her.

	“Wanna bet?”

	“I can’t wait to see the woman who will get to you . . .”

	“On that note, stay here as long as you want.” Cameron grins at me.

	“What about you?”

	He looks at the dining room. “If it was up to me, I would burn this house to the ground, but knowing my sister, she would like to keep it intact.”

	After breakfast, he turns. “Have a wonderful week because I know your men had a terrific weekend.”

	He leaves us with our mouths open. 

	“Forget that, I’ll burn the fucker down with him in it.”

	“What did he mean?”

	“The guys have a secret compound where they have parties. It’s exclusive.”

	Why does my heart deflate? 

	Aurora comes through the door, and when she sees us, her smile freezes.

	“Hey, what’s wrong?”

	“Nothing.”

	“I know how nothing looks, and that’s not it,” she says, pointing at our expressions.

	“Fine, our dear husbands went to the compound.” Chiara sighs.

	“Ahh.”

	She purses her lips in understanding. “Look, you’re both going to focus on yourselves for a while. Chiara, you have business meetings”—she points at me—“and you have a fellowship to continue. Plus, you’re messing with my creative mojo.”

	At that, she goes to leave, but not before saying, “Come visit me whenever you like.”

	Chiara looks around as if searching for Cato with a certain longing. I know because I do the same, seeking out my ghost.

	Ron greets us when we open the front door, and we hop inside the car. He searches my eyes in the rearview mirror. Don’t ask, don’t ask.

	“Where is he?”

	He grins, and I dig my fingers into my palms. “Working.”

	Chiara snickers. “Working, my ass.”

	I like her. She’s badass and cool. 

	“They’re working.” I feel my pulse throbbing. “And it’s not as if he’s not free to do whatever he wants.”

	Free? What does being free have to do with anything? I am carrying his child, for fuck’s sake.

	We drop Chiara at an apartment building on the way to the hospital.

	“I wish I could see how that turns out.”

	He passes me my phone. “I won’t excuse what he did, but you know he loves you.”

	I scoff. “Right.”

	When we park in front of the hospital, he turns to me. “He loves you, Alessandra.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“Yes, because you’re hurt. He’s hurting.”

	“We’re in an impossible situation.”

	“Have a great day.” A bit of disappointment laces his words.

	I pat my neck, but it’s empty. 

	“Here.”

	Ron gives me the necklace with the two rings.

	He didn’t.

	“Take it. I don’t know if you realize, but you’re always patting your chest for it.”

	“Fine.” I snatch it from him, eager to feel it against my skin. To feel the comfort they provide me.

	I step out of the car and straighten my shoulders.

	Inside the hospital staff room, everyone stares at me, and when I see Andrew and Lindsey, they rush to me, hugging me.

	“You’re back,” she says.

	“It’s good to have you back.” Andrew smiles at me warmly.

	An avalanche of emotions crashes down on me. I take a look around. The smell of antiseptic and the feel of the constant buzz in the air. It feels like home. I am finally back where I belong.

	After a quick chat, their pagers blink, and off they go. I have missed three months but am determined to work hard to make them up.

	In the director’s office, Dr. Blake asks, “How is your father?”

	“Not any better.”

	“I’m sorry for that.”

	My nerves strangle me. He could just throw me out of the program, just like that.

	“Your coordinator raved about you, but how will I trust you won’t disappear again?”

	“I’m asking a lot here, but please give me a chance to prove how this means everything to me. I’m going to make you proud.”

	Maybe I should have revealed my pregnancy. I’m sure that would have actually cost me my career more than my absence. I have a few months ahead of me to deal with it.

	“The extremely generous donation we received in your name may have helped your cause.”

	I will never thank Hayden for this. It’s the least he could do after everything.

	“You have a lot to catch up on.” He dismisses me.

	I find my coordinator, his eyes scanning an x-ray of a ruptured bone.

	“Dr. Yang.” He turns to me, and his disappointment lingers.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Sorry doesn’t get you far in this profession.”

	“I know.” I hang my head but continue, “I was wondering if you still consider me your protégé?”

	“That remains to be seen. Prove that I haven’t made the biggest mistake of my career.”

	“You haven’t.”

	He dismisses me with a hand wave, and I lean on the wall, half-relieved, half-determined to earn back my place.

	I am not very welcomed by some of my colleagues either. Snickers of princess and must be good to have money follow me wherever I go. 

	“Ignore them,” Lindsey says as I go through a patient’s record, planning for a chest wall surgery that is basically a surgical rib fixation.

	It’s good to have friends like her.

	I have earned my place here, and I won’t let anyone make me feel bad about it.

	 

	***

	 

	On my free day, I feel lost. I don’t know what to do with myself. When I work, I don’t have to think about Hayden or the fact that I am working against the clock. 

	Cameron eyes me as I come downstairs. “If you caught a cold, stay away from me. God knows what germs you bring back with you from the hospital.”

	“Ha ha, hilarious.”

	I go to Aurora’s place for our girls’ night. A few moments after I arrive, Chiara rushes inside, and we watch The Notebook in the theater room. 

	A bucket of popcorn and drinks sit on the table. And this is how we spend the night, tearing up over The Notebook and eating way too much.

	“So, you and Cato?” 

	“He is spending more time at the compound.”

	“And it bothers you?” I ask Chiara.

	“He does it on purpose.”

	“Let’s go see what our men are doing.” Aurora sits up.

	I can’t believe that I am giving in to temptation on my first free night. 

	Chiara and I dress to impress in body-hugging dresses and high heels. Aurora tilts her head and says, “You know you’re asking for their attention.”

	“Fuck him. I am not asking for his attention. I want him to swallow his fist when he sees me,” says Chiara.

	“And you?” She looks at me, her eyebrow raised.

	“That asshole got me pregnant. If he thinks he can do whatever the fuck he wants . . .”

	She raises her hands in surrender.

	We drive away, and I take a few fortifying breaths when we reach the infamous compound. Why does the thought of seeing Hayden unbalance me like this?

	Aurora smiles at the beast standing guard at the door in front of us, and he lets us in.

	Workplace, my ass. Sensual music is playing in the background when we step off the elevator. There are different rooms. Some are closed and in others, I can see poker tables. 

	People mingle in every corner of the main room as scantily clad women offer drinks.

	Aurora giggles, and I don’t have to turn around to know Kieran is nearby.

	He wraps her in his arms. “I see you brought trouble with you.”

	“Nice to see you too.” Chiara grabs a flute of champagne, throwing daggers at Cato.

	He’s with Hayden while two women dance in front of them, trying to get their attention, but they talk unbothered. 

	“Say goodbye to them. We’re going home, wife.” Kieran kisses Aurora and before she realizes what happens, he backs her into the elevator. She grins, mouthing, “Sorry.”

	“She’s not sorry, just so you know.” Chiara smiles over the rim of her glass.

	“Yes, it’s sweet what they have.”

	With that, she storms away. Now I feel like an uninvited guest at a party where I don’t know anyone. 

	I pin Hayden with a stare. My insides are a fireball of anguish and longing, all wrapped in one.

	A few moments later, I sense someone beside me. It’s Ron, and he says, “He’s miserable if you ask me.” 

	“I don’t care.”

	“Fine, my mistake. I will let you have your fun then.”

	“Why are you mad at me?”

	“I’m not. I’m just worried about him. He’s not thinking clearly, and neither is Cato.”

	A woman approaches Hayden, and he sips from a glass, cocking his head to the side, looking straight at me. I should rein myself in, but the need to claw his eyes out is bigger than my self-restraint. 

	I stomp in his direction, with Ron chuckling behind me.

	I lift his chin, and his eyes are glassy from the alcohol. How much did he drink?

	“Hey, find another one. This one is taken,” the woman says.

	I inhale and am about to give her a piece of my mind when he says, “Leave.”

	His dismissal stabs me, but I trip over her foot when I turn to go. It happens so fast; I just have time to protect my belly when I feel arms holding me above the floor. I can’t believe she tripped me.

	“That was a mistake,” he says, his tone threatening. “Get out,” he says to her before asking me, “Are you okay?”

	But his eyes are on my belly, always thinking of the baby. I can’t believe I am jealous of my baby. 

	“The baby is fine.” I am not. I don’t know how to fill this hole he left in my chest. His hands cup my face, and I can’t look into his eyes. I cannot be near him with this yearning suffocating me.

	I detangle myself from his arms and rush toward the elevator. This was a mistake.

	He slips right past the closing doors. His breath rises and falls in a wild staccato. When we get outside, I start walking toward a wooded area as he calls my name.

	I ignore him and keep walking.

	He grips my elbow, turning me around. 

	“Leave me alone.”

	I push at him, and he stumbles backward. “You heartless asshole!”

	I push and push until my arms hurt, and tears stream down my face, blurring my vision.

	He wraps me in his arms.

	“Don’t you dare hold me, not after . . .”

	“After what? I have wanted and have been with only one woman and that’s you. I don’t even notice women because you are all I see, have seen, all the fucking time. Now, let me hold you.”

	There’s no trace of dishonesty, and confusion switches to a relief so big, my heart pulsates with renewed life.

	“What?” I say in disbelief.

	But our talk is interrupted when Ron walks toward us. We get inside the car, and Hayden says, “Take us to the penthouse.”

	“No, you set me free.”

	“You’re right.”

	Taken aback by him being agreeable, I say, “Fine with me.”

	“Don’t pull that shit again.”

	“Or what?”

	“Or next time, there won’t be a choice for you to make.”

	A shot of excitement has my insides buzzing.

	I jump on him and push at him again. He lifts me, and I end up straddling him. He traces a finger over my lips. How did we end up ruined? But the reminder is not far from my mind. This is my husband, the boy I have vowed to love, the man who still has every piece of me. 

	“I would have chosen you over the entire human race, Hayden. It’s how I have loved you—madly, irrevocably, stubbornly. And yet, love ruined us.”

	My entire body shakes, and he takes my hands in his. “Tell me what to do, tell me, because I don’t fucking know anymore.”

	The car stops, and it would be so easy to go inside with him, to lose myself in him, but that would change nothing.

	“You’re still in love with another man, the one I’m not anymore.”

	He slips out of the car and shuts the door behind him.

	The drive back is silent. When we reach the mansion, Ron steps out of the car, opening my door for me, pulling me out of my trance of pain.

	“Alessandra.”

	“Hmm.”

	“I understand, I do, but he’s still the same Hayden deep inside. Don’t give up on him.”

	“How can I move past that?”

	“Simple. You forgive and love the man he is now, and that’s how you will get the man you want.”

	Strangely, I want the man he is just as bad, because he’s the product of my choice. I love him differently than I loved him as a boy. I nod and walk inside. It’s silent. It’s desolate. 

	Just how I feel.

	 

	***

	 

	Missing him is like phantom limb pain. I cannot get over it, still I try, because I don’t have an answer to our problem either. 

	Lindsey corners me on our shift. “Okay, I have been patient. Enough is enough. What’s going on with you?”

	“I’m pregnant.”

	“Girl, you took care of your father and got yourself pregnant? That’s another level of multitasking.”

	I laugh so hard I double over. “What am I going to do?”

	“We’ll keep this to ourselves, continue being the best, and I’m sure it will be just fine.”

	When my shift ends, Andrew accompanies me outside.

	“Can I talk to you?”

	“Yeah, sure,” I say and we find a bench. He threads his fingers through his hair, and he fidgets with his fingers.

	“You know what I regret the most?”

	I turn to him, brows furrowing. 

	“Not doing this.”

	His mouth descends on mine, and I react before he kisses me. Spinning my head to the right, his lips graze my cheek. 

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Andrew—”

	“It’s just I thought . . . will you go out with me?”

	Before I can answer, I feel Hayden approaching, carrying a deadly energy.

	Andrew’s brow furrows while Hayden has a manic glint in his eyes. 

	“Hayden.” I stand up, placing my palms on his chest. His heart thumps under my touch.

	“Who are you?” Andrew asks.

	As if Hayden waited for this moment, he smirks. “Her husband. And if I were you, I would never pull that shit again. You should care more about your hands as a doctor. Alessandra is mine.”

	I roll my eyes at him while Andrew looks from me to him, confused. 

	“But . . .”

	Hayden gets in his face. “Not your fucking business.” And storms off.

	Tires screeching on the cement has me whipping my head toward the black SUV. I recognize it, and my heart deflates and leaps in my chest—a contradiction, like everything Hayden-related. 

	I look straight into Andrew’s eyes. “You are one incredible man. One day, you’re going to make a woman really happy.”

	“Let me guess, that woman is not you.” Rejection contorts his features, and I offer a small smile.

	“I know it’s cliché to ask you if we can remain friends, but that is all I can offer.”

	He nods with a tense facial expression and leaves. I approach Ron, who waits outside the car.

	“Take me home, please.”

	But on the way, his phone rings, and he accepts the call, putting it on the car’s speakers.

	“The boss dismissed us. He locked himself in the penthouse.”

	“Fuck.”

	He hangs up, and I put my head between the seats, suddenly worried.

	“What does that mean?”

	“This asshole is going to age me prematurely.” I see him calling him, but it goes straight to voicemail. 

	“Bring me to him,” I demand, nerves poking at my rib cage.

	“I don’t know the code.” 

	Yet, he turns the car and drives us back. In the garage, Ron parks the car and when we are in front of the elevator, he drags a hand down his face. 

	“If you put the wrong code in twice, it locks it completely.”

	With trembling fingers, I put in the code of our wedding day, and it blinks red. Think, Alessandra, think. I drag a lungful of air and type in the day we met, and when it accepts it, emotions overwhelm me. “I’ll look after him.”

	When the elevator doors open to his floor, my heart pounds a deafening sound. I am met with complete darkness, only the moonlight pours through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I see a shadowy figure on the couch, gulping from a bottle, while on the big screen a video plays on repeat. I gasp as I watch myself on them, a movie from past to present. My entrance must have caught his attention because he snaps his head to me. I approach him as he returns to watching the screen. 

	“Alessandra?” he asks, voice sandpaper gruff with pain. 

	“I was worried.” I sit next to him. He takes another swig from the bottle.

	“I’m lost, so damn lost . . .” 

	I take the bottle from his grip, placing it down. 

	“Why are you here, giving a dying man hope?”

	“Hope, when most of the time I feel like I am the biggest torment for you?”

	“I’d take torment to have you . . .”

	Silence descends, wrapping us in our love, bleeding us dry but also filling us up. 

	He rests his head back, staring at the ceiling. “I need to tell you everything.”

	My chest expands, and I inch near him, so keen to hear his confession.

	“You’re so good, wanting to absolve the sinner, give me redemption when I don’t deserve it?”

	“You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to hear the truth . . . to understand you.”

	“Do you think it will make it better? We can’t rewrite our story.”

	“No . . .”

	“Closure then?” His eyes search mine. 

	What closure when I love you so much? 

	“It’s hard keeping a vow when I love you so much . . . when I’d rather be fucking dead than have to go on without you . . . I work, suffer, agonize. This has been my life. I have watched you not to control you, but to make sure nothing could touch you . . . Seven years I’ve punished myself by staying away . . . yet I punished you just as much . . . I thought it’s the least I could do, stay away, be miserable, and pay for what loving you meant—their deaths.”

	Tears roll down my cheeks, and he squeezes his eyes shut. “I can’t unlove you. I can’t set you free . . . bound to be this half ghost of a man.”

	His hands tremble, and I place mine on his. 

	“I came back to give you a life free of me, of guilt. But then, every day, I wanted more. I try to stay away, respect what I said to you but then you come . . .”

	“I don’t think I’ll ever stop that.”

	“Where’s that leave us?”

	“I don’t know.” Something on the table catches my attention. He jerks his chin to it.

	“Open it. It’s for you.”

	I open it and see a necklace and earrings glittering in blue diamonds. All three are the same size.

	“It’s how big our baby is . . .”

	I trace my fingers over the smooth, cold gemstones. Emotions have my heart in an unyielding grip.

	“You deserve the most beautiful things . . .”

	Tears brim in my eyes. “Your love has always been the most beautiful thing for me.”

	“Will you hold me?”

	“Always.”

	I wrap my arms around him, and he falls asleep while I cry silently. And when the sun rises, I still don’t know what to think of everything.

	 


Chapter 50
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	I wake up with my head on her lap, her hand massaging my scalp. What a perfect dream, but when I lift my head, she’s not a figment of my imagination. She stands up. 

	“Where do you think you’re going?”

	“Hayden.”

	“No, cariño. You came to me. There’s no going back from this.”

	She pokes a finger in the air at me. “You set me free. When all I wanted was for you to give me a reason to stay.”

	“What about last night?”

	“And you think that erases everything else?”

	This is killing me more than all the pain combined, but I will take it as my penance.

	“Don’t make me laugh, cariño. I just wanted to let you know, you can either come back out of your own free will or I will bring you back.”

	It’s time I finally accept I am not the good guy, but I am the man who loves her. And I refuse to live without her. Decision made, not even death can make me change my mind.

	She gasps, and anger threads through her voice. “Really? What about what I want? Who I want.”

	At her insinuation, I lose some of my cool. I back her against the wall, madness taking over. Caging her in, I slam my lips against hers, and she moans, the sound of satisfaction reverberating through me.

	“I can’t stop wanting you, loving you, Hayden,” she says when she pulls away. “But I can’t go on being the woman you fight yourself for . . .”

	Only she can kill me and bring me back to life, just like that.

	I place my forehead on hers. “Do you think it’s any different for me? Not even dead would I stop loving you . . . that’s not your fault.”

	“I’m jealous of the baby. How will I even be a good mother?”

	She covers her face with her palms, and I wrap her in my arms. She’s mad, like me. 

	“You love it . . .”

	“Don’t. You have no reason to be. I love you desperately, madly, completely . . . No one would dare hurt you, but the baby is fragile. I cannot lose it.”

	“But you can lose me?”

	A low groan rumbles from my throat. “No, but I have lived this long without you.”

	She shoves me off her and yells, “And whose fault is that? You chose this. Seven years, Hayden. Seven fucking years. How much must you have loathed me not to come to me? That was worse than everything else, but you knew it, didn’t you? I should hate you. I should ban you from my life. I should never let you get near this baby. Will you do the same? It will make a mistake, and you’re going to be out of its life for good?”

	“Shut up. You aren’t the victim here.”

	She lets out a deafening scream.

	“Feeling better now, wife? Missed me so much you would have preferred to see how I was?”

	“Yes, I would have taken you and fought for you, for us.”

	“There was nothing there to salvage. I died on that day. I stayed away so you could mourn that boy who died and not know the man who emerged.” 

	“That was a decision you took from me. I’m so mad at you, but I also understand . . . you punished yourself by staying away, and then you came like a blaring fire . . .” 

	We breathe heavily, and she puts her hands on her belly. “Our baby doesn’t deserve this.”

	“But this is not about the baby, is it? You hate how you had planned everything, and now it’s chaos, and Miss Planner hates uncertainty.”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Why would I when I got what I wanted from you?”

	She gasps, and I freeze. The last truth is out. My greatest weakness, my greatest wish, my greatest sin. If I couldn’t hate her or love her, I settled for something else.

	“You got me pregnant on purpose.”

	“I know everything there is to know about you.”

	“It was your money . . .”

	She grips the chair to support herself. “Yet, instead of taking it, you fucking gave it away.”

	“Why?”

	“You fucking know why.”

	She stumbles back. “Yet, my love is not enough . . . and you loving me is a betrayal to them . . .”

	Her tears tear at my insides. “It’s okay, Hayden. Our love will never overcome the guilt, the pain, the mistakes.” Her words slice me to the core. 

	I refuse to believe that.

	She kisses the corner of my mouth and takes off. Refusing to live again without her, I make up my mind and I go after her.

	By the time the elevator brings me downstairs, she’s gone. One of my men sees me. “Ron took her to Cameron’s place.”

	I get in my Bentley Bentayga S, the engine rumbling under me as I drive this powerful beast straight to him to pick up my wife. I storm through the door, calling her name.

	She appears from the corner, huffing.

	“Cariño, you’re coming with me. On your feet or over my shoulder. It’s your choice.”

	“You, you . . .”

	She runs upstairs, and I call after her. “Pack your stuff.” 

	Cameron claps. “Very romantic.”

	“Fuck you.”

	He leans against the wall, eyes glinting with suppressed anger. “You see, brother, I like her, and that woman still loves you. Now, you can man the fuck up. That woman made the highest sacrifice. This is how much she has loved you. If a woman ever did that for me, I would wrap this earth in a bow and put it at her feet as a gift. You’ve created a certain imbalance. Now there are four of us, and both you and Cato are fucked in the head right now, while me and Kieran have to make sure this Syndicate still thrives until you pull your heads out of your asses.”

	“My personal life has never kept me from doing my work.” I sneer at him and brush past him.

	“Why so aggressive, brother?”

	“What is your fucking problem?”

	“You are my problem.”

	“Get over that old shit. I’m here to stay.”

	Something transpires between us as we stare the other down.

	Fifteen minutes later, I am about to climb the stairs when she appears at the top with a small bag.

	I take it from her, waiting for her to start walking. With a huff, she stomps out. At the car, I put the bag in the trunk after opening the door for her. She gets in, crosses her arms over her chest, looking through the windshield. She gives me the silent treatment all the way to the penthouse, and in the private garage by the elevator, she says, “I really liked it there.”

	Her eyes turn dreamy, and it hits me right in the chest. All the dreams we made lay ruined at our feet. I will create the most beautiful home for her and the baby.

	“Let yourself in. I’ll be back shortly,” I say when we arrive at the penthouse then step back into the elevator.

	I drive to the compound. Kieran is in his office and he points to the chair in front of him. 

	I take a seat. “I want to meet Leonie and be in her life.” It’s time I meet my other sister.

	“I told my mother about you.” His brows draw together. “She wants to meet you too.”

	“I assure you I will treat her with respect.”

	“My mother seemed pretty enthusiastic about meeting you.” A muscle ripples through his jaw.

	“Ah, I see.”

	“No, you don’t. But maybe she can put the past to rest, knowing my father had a good reason he couldn’t stay away from Rebecca.”

	“Nothing like a love child.”

	“Fuck you. Now, I want you to watch over Cato.”

	“Why me?”

	“Because for reasons unbeknownst to me, you two have bonded.”

	“Jealous, little brother?”

	He taps his chin. “You wanted your seat and now you have it. But we watch each other’s backs. That’s the first and most important rule.”

	His phone buzzes, and the color drains from his face. Cato was ambushed. When we reach the VIP section of the hospital, Chiara sobs while someone informs us that Cato’s in surgery, fighting for his life. He was shot three times. 

	After agonizing hours, the doctor comes out to tell us how it went. I go in search of Alessandra. She looks exhausted.

	“How are you holding up, cariño?”

	Her chin quivers, tears well in her eyes. “Two times. He flatlined two times . . . I imagined you being there and . . .” 

	I wrap my arms around her. “You’re incredible.”

	 

	***

	 

	With every passing day, Alessandra and I are in limbo, both waiting for something. I come home late again, and she is in bed, curled to one side.

	“Can you give me an answer tonight, cariño?”

	She shakes her head, and I tuck her in. When I open my eyes, she’s watching me.

	I prop myself on my elbow. Seconds tick by. She sighs, rolling over onto her other side when I clasp her wrist.

	“Let me give you a vow I know for certain I can keep . . .”

	I see the uncertainty in her eyes.

	“The only vow I will adhere to my entire life is me loving you, me being yours.”

	“And yet . . .” 

	With that, she climbs out of bed.

	I can’t do anything about my personal life, so I let my anger simmer. Every minute, I plot death to whoever dared to attack one of us. I watch Chiara’s desolation and my brothers’ despondency and call on all my contacts, wanting the name of the person responsible for this—someone who dared approach someone under my protection. 

	By the time Cato wakes up, after fourteen days in a coma, I have the name, Luciana Rossi, and everyone who is on the fucking Council. They will regret the day they thought they could take one of us down. The Council of Twelve will learn that helping our enemies only means they’re now on our hit list. 

	Hardship also brings people together. Through this challenging time, I’ve become closer to Kieran. 

	At the compound, we plan how to take the Council down. 

	Kieran knows he’ll get his revenge on the person responsible for helping Silas and Delaney. “Hayden will go with you. End of discussion,” he says to Cato.

	With that, Kieran storms away, and I slide my hands in my pockets. “He’s a charming one.”

	“It runs in the family.”

	Cato chuckles and looks outside the window. 

	“You and Chiara all right?”

	“Better than I dreamed possible. The moment she made it clear that she loved me, nothing else mattered. What about you and Alessandra?”

	I nod, understanding on a visceral level what he means. That is a good fucking question. Tiptoeing around each other until one of us explodes.

	“You lucky asshole. Even after everything, she stays with you.” 

	I chuckle. “You have way too good of an opinion of me.”

	 

	***

	 

	With Alessandra working a long shift, I park in front of Kieran’s house. While Nora, his mother, lets me inside, greeting me, my little sister jumps in my arms. They have accepted me as if I have always been a part of their family. My talk with Nora comes to the front of my mind.

	“I want them to rest in peace, and I want us to live. I don’t want to be bitter anymore. It brought me nothing.” She saw right through my pain of being abandoned. 

	When Nora leaves, Leonie, who is staying overnight, goes with Aurora to prepare popcorn for our movie night. I go to Kieran’s home office. “I want to buy some land from you, and if something happens to me . . .”

	“I will take care of them.”

	“That’s not what I am asking, but thanks, I guess.”

	“I will miss you dearly, brother.” He snickers, and I chuckle.

	“Fuck you.”

	“For someone so torn, you hold onto your life with your teeth.”

	“What gave me away?”

	“I’ve grown up watching my father’s expressions. Torn men usually end up dead.”

	“I’m not torn, not any longer.”

	“Then fix your shit already.”

	“I will. Now, about that land . . .”

	He leans back in his chair. “Cato asked me the same thing. Why would I want you as my neighbors?”

	“You have enough land for us not to see each other.”

	“I asked him the same question. Give me a good answer too.”

	Fine, the asshole wants sincerity. See me vulnerable. For her, I’d peel my skin from my bones. “Alessandra loves it here. She has found solace here, and I promised her something like this when we were younger.”

	“I will take care of the paperwork when you return.”

	“No, I want it before.”

	“Not happening.”

	I ball my hands at my side and say over my shoulder, “When I come back, have the damn documents ready, or I am drawing them up myself.”

	In the theater room, Leonie sits beside Aurora, who snuggles into Kieran’s side, and his fingers caress up and down her arm. My little sister says, “I told all my friends I have another big brother. I feel invincible. Love you.”

	Kids are fucking amazing. She’s twelve and a ball of sweetness. I lean into her and whisper, “Love you too.”

	With a bright smile on her face, she goes back to watching the movie.

	When the movie ends, she’s fast asleep. Kieran scoops her up and brings her to bed while Aurora accompanies me.

	Outside, Aurora says, “Walk with me.” She takes the side path to the garden.

	“It’s getting more and more beautiful.”

	“Love and care will do that.”

	“Is there more to your answer?”

	“I hoped you would take my hint.”

	She sits on the bench and takes my hand in hers. “I don’t want to lose you.”

	I open my mouth to reassure her, but she adds, “I know what you lost, and I will never dream of being able to replace them for you, but I love you, and we’re family. I miss our mom every day, but living, loving, and being happy is how she’d want me to be.”

	“Rebecca always wanted for you to be happy.”

	“I am, and I’m sure she always wanted for you to be happy too.” A nostalgic smile curls up her lips. “I thought something when I was in and out of consciousness.” 

	I tip my head to the side, and she goes on. “You were made of pure, genuine love. They risked everything for you. Don’t disrespect them any longer.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“You love Alessandra. Allow yourself to be happy.” 

	“You grew up pretty quickly.”

	“I had to, but I am happy with my life.”

	“Even if I am not good for her?”

	“You don’t get it, do you? Alessandra doesn’t care. She loves you and wants you for who you are. Don’t treat that lightly.”

	“I have to go.”

	I kiss the top of her head and get in my car.

	 


Chapter 51
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	Ever since I moved in, he has given me space. Either to settle in or with Cato being shot, but he keeps asking me what he can do to fix us. And I always end up avoiding the answer, even though it is on the tip of my tongue. Him, I want him. I love him so much, the thought of losing him shatters my heart in a million pieces. 

	I call the girls, and Chiara says, “He is leaving with Cato. I’m sorry.”

	“Girls, you know they have a plan. They always have a plan.” Aurora is ever the optimist.

	All I can think of is I can’t lose him, but I’m also angry he’s keeping things from me. Knowing him, he does that so I don’t worry, to keep me safe. I end the call.

	As I watch outside, Hayden’s penthouse has a direct view of the hospital and my old apartment. I turn around and find him taking me in.

	“Something happen?”

	Oh, the nerve of him. “You tell me.”

	His demeanor changes, and he balls his hands at his sides. “Who told you?”

	“It’s irrelevant. You should have told me.”

	“You will be taken care of if something happens to me, which it won’t.”

	I don’t know what angers me more, his bold arrogance or the matter-of-fact way he implies everything will be fine for me.

	“And how will you do that if you get yourself killed?”

	“Again, I won’t. You’re my wife. You’ll inherit everything.”

	“I don’t want your money.”

	It must be nice to see things so black or white the way he does. 

	I huff. “I’m pregnant.”

	“I know, cariño,” he says in a gentle tone.

	“I’m confused, hormonal, angry, so damn angry at you all the time, especially when you say things like that.”

	“What do you want me to do, Alessandra?”

	I sniffle. “I don’t want you to die.”

	“Cariño, you’re my life. As long as you live and breathe, that’s all that matters. You have been the wonder of my life. Even after everything, I couldn’t stop loving you. I am convinced I was put on this earth for me to love you. I failed to protect you then. I failed to respect my vows to you. Still, you are giving me the best present of my life—our baby.”

	Everything he says sounds like a masked goodbye. I hate it like I hate his stubbornness. “You know what has hurt me since you came back? You always say goodbye, in one way or another, while I desperately want you to stay. The fear paralyzes me.”

	“You’re one incredible woman. Strong, beautiful, intelligent. I never had a chance when it came to you.”

	I place my forehead on his. “I’m tired of this, Hayden.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“I’m sorry too.”

	I get lost in his eyes as he stands up and pulls me to him. I cuddle myself against his chest as he caresses my back.

	“You asked me what I want from you? I want to see if we still have it in us to love and be happy together. I won’t bury you again until I know for sure.”

	“My perfect woman . . . I don’t deserve you.” 

	“I’m done with my penance, Hayden. I’m done with the past. I’m done letting it trap me. I forgave myself, and knowing them, they’d want that too, for me to move on.”

	“It’s not that easy.”

	“I know, but I want you to be done too. You should mourn and grieve with me. I want us to stand together and share the pain and loss,” I say.

	“How can I look at the man who killed them as the grandfather of my child?”

	“I will never forgive him, Hayden, but I am also not the one to decide how his life should end.”

	“You want me to spare him?”

	“I want you to let go of the past and be happy in the present. I want him to look at us and realize he didn’t win.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	“But you need that. You want to be the best example for our baby.”

	He squeezes his eyes shut. I palm his face and kiss his eyelids.

	“You’re angry. Don’t hide it from me; don’t hide anything from me. Let me see it. Let me share it.”

	He lets out a guttural yell and hits the wall until his knuckles bleed. “This is not fucking fair.”

	And I smile because he still loves me the most, and I know we’ll be fine. He flattens his palms against the bloodstained wall, his head hanging. I walk to him, hugging him from behind, and kiss him between his shoulder blades.

	“Why?”

	“Because I love you. I’ll always love you.”

	His entire body shudders, and he turns around, cupping my face.

	“Am I, the man I am today, enough for you?”

	“Only you have the answer to that, and if my love is enough, then I am going to stand by you through every hell until we can fly back to paradise together.”

	He leans in and kisses me. Lifting me up, I wrap my legs around his torso. He takes the stairs and places me on the bed.

	He peels his shirt off and then undresses me.

	I lie naked in front of him. It’s the first time since he came crashing back into my life that no shadows cloud his eyes, and when his lips tilt up, something in me is set free.

	I drag his face to me, kissing him, breathing him in, wanting him madly. The tip of his cock is at my entrance, and as we look into each other’s eyes, he slides inside me. We both moan at the contact. The name of the other rings with a necessity, a dream, a prayer as we make love, sweet and unhurried. 

	And together, we find our release.

	We lie on our side, smiling, while he traces his fingers down the valley of my hip. 

	“Do you need that kind of controlled sex we had in Florida?”

	Maybe I should have waited. We were both in a relaxed state, but I’m curious. 

	He plops on his back, his arms crossed behind his head.

	“I like it . . . and yes, I held back then . . . In my fucked-up head, I thought how can I want that stuff when I worship you . . . was terrified you wouldn’t like it . . . I had a lot of years to jerk off to that image of you, bound, at my mercy . . .”

	“But I do . . . like that . . . I didn’t like you leaving me afterward . . .”

	“I wanted to hold onto control, but I lasted two times before I broke apart . . . I don’t have any control when it comes to you.

	“We haven’t done it in a while.” I don’t even know where I am going with this.

	“Because it’s not for the right reasons . . .”

	I should feel better, but I don’t, because I shouldn’t encourage that . . . yet I need that too.

	He turns to me, his face torn with guilt.

	“It was the only way I thought I could have you. Do you still love me, still want me?”

	“As if it’s that easy to shut my feelings off for you.”

	I close my eyes. 

	“You want me to stay; my heart wants me to stay, but my brain says I don’t deserve you. How will I ever reconcile these two parts?”

	“Like I do, every day, until the other disappears. Decide, Hayden. Me or vengeance.”
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	She falls asleep, and I snap a photo of her lying in my bed after we made love, my baby growing inside her. 

	I leave her and go to my office. Pouring myself a drink, I set my eyes on numbers and transactions for a few hours until I sense her. I lift my gaze and she leans on the door frame, wearing my shirt. She’s an apparition of ethereal beauty to a sinner.

	“Come to bed.”

	She holds out her hand, and I follow her. I will always go to her.

	She places her head on my chest, and this time, I know I won’t go anywhere and close my eyes as well.

	I wake up to my arms wrapped around her, her back glued to me. Caressing her belly makes me smile and relaxes every muscle in me. I burrow my face into her hair, and she stirs awake.

	“Oh my God, I’m going to be late!”

	She wriggles from my grip, but I hold her to me.

	“This is not how we start our day.”

	She turns to me, a thoughtful expression painting her features. She kisses me. “Better?”

	I nod, emotions lodged in my throat. It makes it impossible to form words. I take her mouth in for another kiss, and follow her to the bathroom.

	In the shower, she says, “It will be a miracle that they will keep me after I tell them I am pregnant.”

	“If I have to buy that entire hospital, you will be fine.”

	“Yes, and then everyone else will have even more reason to hate me.”

	I hate seeing her disappointed and knowing it’s my fault makes it even harder to digest. 

	“I did this. I will fix this too,” I vow.

	“But it’s more than that. After the baby . . . who knows.”

	“The timing is not ideal, but we’ll figure it out, okay?”

	She dresses quickly, and after I dry myself, I follow her into the kitchen, preparing two ham sandwiches and a bowl of oatmeal with blueberries and nuts. I never want to miss a day with her, but I still need to get my mind straight. She deserves the best version of me. I either forget, forgive, and live in the present, or I allow my ghosts to chase me and drag me back to hell.

	“Come back to me,” she whispers and hugs me. “I’m here, and I know you want to be here too.” She sighs and waits for me at the door while I still have to put myself together.

	The drive is silent, and when we reach the hospital, she says, “Please, take care.”

	It’s not only me living with demons. She lives with fears that plague her. We’re both so messed up right now I have no idea how to fix this.

	“I don’t think I’ve said I am sorry.”

	“What?”

	She whips her head to me, and I thread my fingers through my hair. “I felt I had the right to do the things I did.”

	“And now?”

	“I’m trying to reconcile the man I want to be for you with the man I am . . .”

	“If this is so damn hard for you, then stay away this time.”

	“Alessandra . . .”

	“Why can’t you get through your thick head that I’ll take you as you are . . .”

	Before I can open my mouth or grab her, she flees from the car and up the hospital stairs.

	I throw my head back against the headrest and speed away to the private airplane.

	“You look like hell.” Cato glances over me once I step inside the jet.

	“I have been in hell for the last seven years.”

	He pats me on the shoulder, and when I take my seat, anxiety cripples me.

	As if Cato knows what’s going through my head, he says, “Alessandra will be safe. Kieran and Cameron and our team are watching over them.”

	Ron and my men too. Yet, until I find the fucking traitor, I won’t relax. 

	“She’s safe,” I repeat, gesturing for a drink. At least I hope it will knock me out until we get there, and I can ignore my worries. I won’t fucking survive if something happens to her.

	After we land in Italy, I tell Cato, “I have your back.”

	He nods, and we get in the car to drive us to his mansion.

	After a sleepless night, where I go through the plan a hundred times, I wake up feeling restless and wanting this behind me. 

	We drive to Luciana Rossi’s mansion, a master assassin and the Council’s pawn. The wake-up call she will get when she finds out how replaceable she is will be the end-all. I could respect her if she didn’t live with the illusion she’s anything more than the Council’s tool. In her office, the tension between Cato and her is palpable.

	She looks at me and recites everything there is to know about me.

	“You did your homework. If I’m supposed to be impressed, I’m not.”

	She narrows her eyes at me, and Cato says, “Let’s get this over with.”

	“I have actual work to do,” I add in my most unbothered voice.

	“Now, check the balance. You just cost them a billion dollars, which, to be honest, is peanuts, but . . .” Cato adds.

	Her hands shoot to the laptop, her fingers trembling on the keyboard, and she falls into her seat.

	“That’s impossible. Give it back. You have no idea what you did.”

	“Tell them I am expecting all of them at my place.”

	“That will never happen.”

	We remain silent.

	She slaps the laptop shut. “Fine. But you will regret this.”

	On our walk to the car, I say, “Killing her would be too easy. Let’s stick to the plan. Humiliating them, making them unwilling pawns, will be way better.”

	“I know, but I see my wife’s fear of losing me, and I could fucking tip this world on its head. At least I can trust Enzo will make Luciana’s life miserable.” 

	Enzo, the head of a crime family on the West Coast, unwillingly saved Luciana’s life by wanting her at his mercy. We all wanted her death, but having more influence on the West Coast is better.

	Alessandra hijacks my thoughts, and an epiphany strikes me out of nowhere. I have to slaughter my demons because she’s my damn life. I refuse to live without her anymore.

	I step outside on the terrace and inhale, at peace with what I thought would be irreconcilable—my heart and mind.

	 

	***

	 

	Power tastes better than the finest alcohol when the heads of the Council of Twelve come to us because they don’t have any other option. Still, it also creates the potential for injured egos and retaliation. 

	They step inside, one after the other, and glare at us as they take their seats.

	No one is unreachable. No one can succeed alone on the highest level. This is why I wanted in The Syndicate, for power but also loyalty and family. 

	We established the power we have and now we wait for their vote.

	They talk while the others murmur or grumble under their breath. 

	By the end of the meeting, we have what we wanted. The man responsible for helping Delaney and Silas—Adamo Santino—and the excommunication of Luciana. We made them an offer they couldn’t deny—making them richer. We’ll know every move, because what they don’t know is we have people already on the inside, and while they’re here, their houses, offices, and cars are being bugged. 

	We managed something no one else could—to infiltrate and control them.

	“What are you going to do now?”

	Cato’s eyes flicker with mischief. “My wife. But first, we have to take care of our guest.” 

	Adamo will wish he never crossed us by the time we’re done with him. 

	Cato smirks, his eyes taking on a darker look. 

	When we land, we drive straight to the compound. As Cato looks at it, he says, “Everything from the start has been designed for us three. But now, you’re part of The Syndicate. We’ll be a four-way formula. That means family, a bond that goes blood deep. Your troubles are ours. We share whatever burden. So, if you think of not returning, I will hunt you down.”

	“Are we having a moment?” 

	He chuckles as we step inside. We take the elevator downstairs to the basement. Inside, Adamo is on his toes, his arms tied above his head, hanging from a hook. 

	“You’re here. Finally,” Kieran says as if he couldn’t wait for this moment. Cameron looks bored out of his mind, brushing his suit jacket. 

	“I can help you. I have connections.” Adamo thrashes in his bindings, reeking of desperation. Nothing can or will save him.

	We burst into laughter. 

	“What you should have used is your brain.” Kieran goes to a metal cabinet and retrieves a drill.

	Adamo pisses himself, and Kieran tsks. “But I haven’t even started yet.” He’s ruthless, making me proud.

	Kieran plucks the bullet that could have cost us Aurora and approaches him. Cameron pushes himself off the wall, starting to undress by first removing his suit jacket and then his shirt. 

	“Really?” I ask, and Cameron shrugs.

	“I’m not ruining my clothes with the blood of this cockroach.” 

	“Don’t kill him,” Cato says.

	“I won’t . . . we’re just going to get to know each other better,” Kieran says with an evil grin. I drown out the fucker’s pleas, desensitized.

	Kieran places the bullet on the exact spot my sister was shot with the tip of the drill on it. That’s going to be bloody. His screams pierce the room, sweet music to my ears. I could have lost my sister. I could have lost my pregnant wife. When the bullet is embedded in his open wound, it’s deep enough to see a rib. Kieran takes a step back. Blood is plastered on his face and shirt while Adamo chokes on his wails. 

	Cato is next as he rolls his sleeves up to his elbows. When he’s face to face with him, Adamo cowers inside, whimpering and crying, snot and drool mixing on his chin.

	“Please, stop. I’m sorry.”

	I chuckle while Cato throws his head back, laughing. He messed with the wrong guys.

	In one swift motion, Cato yanks a gun from his back, shooting Adamo in the same three places he was shot. Blood starts pouring from his wounds, creating a grotesque painting of crimson and open flesh. When he steps back, Cameron looks at me, gesturing for me to have a go. We don’t have much time until he dies.

	“Let’s finish him together.” 

	His brow lifts in clear surprise, and we approach him from different sides.

	Cameron cocks his head, showing him a syringe. “Adrenaline.”

	My brother is a bit of a sadist. I guess we have that in common. He embeds the needle into Adamo’s chest while I gut the fucking pig that dared think he could finance an operation and wreak havoc on my property while Cameron, with his bare hands, rips his mouth open and proceeds to skewer half of his face with a machete.

	When we’re finished, we look down at the pool of piss and blood. Satisfied.

	“Take a pic and send it to everyone as a warning. There’s no mercy once you cross us,” Kieran says to the guard at the door. I retrieve Adamo’s phone and drive home. In the garage, I hand the phone to Ron.

	“Find the link to the traitor.”

	With my mind and heart still split, I go to the bedroom. She’s asleep, and I don’t want to disturb her. She needs it. I fall asleep in the armchair.

	The next morning, I press a kiss on her temple and leave, heading to my car.

	 

	***

	 

	“I’m going back.” I rise after having met with my brothers and Cato.

	All three of them stiffen.

	Cameron gets in my face. “You’re not going to be a one-man show.”

	Cato clasps my shoulder. “You won’t get Alessandra out of you. Once she’s under your skin, she remains there.”

	“She said it’s me or my vengeance.”

	“And?” Cato asks.

	“And I will choose what I can’t live without.”

	I leave, and Cato says to my back, “Wrong decision, enjoy your misery.” 

	Kieran accompanies me to my car. 

	“I need to clear my head.”

	I won’t return until I can give Alessandra the man I want her to have—the one who made peace with his past.

	“Do what you have to, but come back. You wanted in, you’re in. The only way out is death.” 

	Only my brother can make me feel both accepted and threatened. Asshole.

	With a jerk of my chin, I go to my car.

	I will return because they’re my family.

	“Where are you going?” Ron asks, eyeing the guard who brought me my car.  

	I pat his shoulder. “I have to take care of some things.”

	“I’m coming with you.”

	“My friend, my brother, this is something I must do alone. You can help me by figuring out who the traitor is.”

	I climb in, driving to the airport. With every mile the jet covers, and every hour I leave behind my heart, my chest constricts with longing for her.

	When I land in Miami, one of my men waits for me with my fully restored Ducati. I hop on it, speeding away. I reach my old childhood house and kneel on the asphalt. There is another house now built on the ashes of mine, another family living inside. I scream on the inside until the pain subsides, and it turns to muffled sobs. 

	I hop back on my bike and drive toward the cemetery. Flowers and candles light the mausoleum. Between me and Alessandra, their grave is always taken care of.

	I slump on the bench and put my cheek in my palm.

	“I miss you.”

	The slight wind carries my words away. Maybe they can hear me, maybe not.

	“I always thought giving up my revenge meant giving you up, but I love her. I love her so much that I can’t do this any longer. I love you.”

	I stand up, caress the cold stones, and say goodbye to the anger and the need for vengeance. With that, I drive down a road made of past dreams, hopes, and love.

	I park the bike and stare at the mansion. It doesn’t seem as impressive as it once was. Behind its walls is not the girl I loved any longer. She is safe and far away from it.

	Guards let me pass, and I take the stairs to the man responsible for everything. My anger sizzles inside me. This will be my ultimate test.

	Inside his bedroom, the man who intimidated me lies on his back, his face pale with a veiny complexion. I take a seat in the armchair, and he stiffens.

	“Hello, Fabian.”

	“Hayden?” 

	He acknowledges me. Maybe he has always known I am behind his crumbling empire and health.

	I tap my lips, battling with indecision. Alessandra would forgive me, but something tells me it would also mean I won’t ever get past my need for vengeance.

	He coughs, and I stand up, looming over him, and his entire posture broadcasts fear.

	“It would be so easy to kill you. Get this over with.”

	“Why don’t you?”

	“I stopped poisoning you, but after years of exposure, it’s up to you if you will survive this. I want you to fucking live and see for the rest of your pathetic life you couldn’t break me or her. She’s pregnant with my child.”

	“Is she all right?”

	“Alessandra is none of your concern. She’s mine, and she always has been. That was your problem, wasn’t it? Sharing her love with me.” 

	“Kill me already.”

	“No, I want you to get better. Face her disappointment, knowing she can’t stand to even look at you. Watch how we’ll be a family, happy and in love.”

	I laugh in his face, and the resentment seeps from him. “I have all the control now. How the tables have turned.”

	I wrap my hand around his throat and squeeze. “This is how it will always be from now on, with me in control of your life. You lost, old man.”

	Before I leave, I say, “If you lead your boy down the same road, I will end you and raise him as my own.”

	His frail body convulses in a fit of coughing. He nods, subdued, a man realizing he has lost.

	“Hayden.” I stop and look at him over my shoulder. “I didn’t know what Raul would do. That was not the plan. The plan was to scare your family. I’m a killer, but I would never kill or put a hit on . . .” He can’t even say it. Children. My siblings.

	“I still hold you responsible. You brought him into our life.”

	On the way out, I come face-to-face with Stephanie, and she blinks at me, her hand flying to her mouth.

	“Oh my God, you’re alive.” She lifts her quivering chin to me. “Did you kill Fabian?”

	“No.”

	Relief is plastered on her face. “You must think I’m despicable.”

	I step past her. 

	“Please, have something to drink with me.”

	I accompany her into the living room, and Teresa comes back with two glasses, eyeing me with a cautious glance.

	“How is Alessandra?” 

	“At the hospital.”

	I look at her. Her beauty has dimmed as though everything that has happened has marked her.

	Perhaps it has.

	“Why didn’t you?”

	“Kill him?” I ask, and she nods. “I might lose everything by killing him. I know for sure I will gain everything by not killing him. Well, only if he’s going to be a better father to Leon.”

	“I wanted to leave him . . . it’s sick, how you can love and despise someone at the same time? I always told myself I was staying for Leon. But then, wouldn’t he be better off without someone like Fabian as his father?”

	“That’s for you to decide.”

	Her head drops, and she inhales deeply. “It was hard not to like Alessandra. I loved her, despite my jealousy, and realized when she was gone, I thought of her like a daughter. And I miss her, I want her in my life. I want my son to get to know his incredible sister.”

	“I guarantee you, if she wants to, she will.”

	“What he did should have never happened, and I am so deeply sorry for your loss.”

	Sincerity shines in her teary eyes. 

	I nod, a weight lifting from my shoulders.

	“Be good to Alessandra. She deserves love more than anyone. No girl should have been put through what she went through.”

	I ball my hands at my sides, knowing she speaks the truth. 

	“But looking at you, you’re still the boy who would risk everything to sneak up to her room.”

	I never had much self-preservation when it came to Alessandra.

	“Mom.” Leon enters the room, and I look at him, at this innocent boy, but grief doesn’t hold me in its grip for more than a few seconds.

	“Hi, I’m Leon,” he says. Nothing bad has touched him, and I will never allow anything dark to touch him either.

	Stephanie is frozen in the chair, fear etched in her stiff posture.

	“I’m Hayden.” I smile at him, and from the corner of my eye, I find her relaxing.

	“Why aren’t you in bed?” she asks, and he shrugs.

	“I had a nightmare.”

	His shoulders slump, and I stand up and squeeze his shoulder. “It’s okay to be afraid. It’s not okay to let fear control you.”

	“Things scare you too?”

	His eyes widen, and I squat a bit to be at the same eye level.

	“Yes.”

	“And what do you do?”

	“I face them by accepting them.”

	Just like that, he says, “Good night. I’m going to show them not to mess with me.”

	I smile at his words, and Stephanie hugs me. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

	She sobs in my arms, and when she calms herself down, she says, “You two are going to be okay. You were always meant to be together.”

	I leave the house, my men greeting me. Fabian is at my mercy. He should never forget it.

	I visit my grandmother next. She inspects me and relaxes.

	“I’m proud of you, Hayden.”

	“Do you think they are too?”

	“They are. It’s okay to let go of your guilt. They’re together in heaven, and you’ll meet them again when your time comes. But until then, live, my boy.”

	We drink our tea, and she picks up a photo of us as a family. “You know you were her favorite, right?”

	My eyes well up. What was so different about me? “She knew you were supposed to be hers. She came to me after she met your biological mother and said, ‘I have a boy, Mom.’ No one could tell her differently. She wanted you. She loved you from the beginning. Don’t disgrace her love any longer. I know it hurts. I know it’s unjust. I know, but not at the cost of your humanity and happiness.”

	“Thank you, Granny.”

	“Next time, bring Alessandra with you.”

	“Why do you love her?”

	“Because she has loved you at the cost of the greatest sacrifice, that’s why. I haven’t completely lost you because of her love.”

	I nod, her words seeping through me with the truth. Alessandra has always been my flicker of light in the darkness, guiding me, reminding me I still have her.

	It’s time I go back to my woman and show her what she really means to me. That we can still have everything we wanted once upon a time.

	I am coming, my love. I know you’re ready. It was me who had to catch up.

	 


Chapter 53
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	I don’t know how long I can postpone seeing how my baby is doing, but hope drives me. Hayden will come back, he has to. I trust in him and in our love.

	I finish my shift and Lindsey says, “It’s going to be fine.”

	I broke down yesterday and told her everything. 

	“You know what this tells me. It’s his way of saying goodbye to that part of him. He loves you enough to do that.”

	“I know.”

	“Then stop crying.”

	“It’s the hormones.”

	When we say goodbye, I step inside the car, and Ron says, “Are you okay?”

	“I will be when he comes back.”

	He grumbles. He’s mad at him too. 

	“Do you know where he is?” I ask.

	“I have a guess.”

	I have asked myself this one question: what if he closes the circle by killing my father? But now I have a baby to think about too, and I don’t want that bad blood. I just want to get past it. But can he? Isn’t it his right? 

	I am so deep in my thoughts, I don’t realize we’re back home until Ron opens my car door.

	After heading inside, the penthouse is too silent without him. Aurora has to meet a deadline, and Chiara is on her honeymoon. I am caressing my belly and looking out the kitchen window when Cameron comes to visit.

	“He will come back,” he says.

	“I know.” I have to reassure myself.

	He approaches me and leans against the counter.

	“Has he always been this stubborn?”

	“Yes, pretty much. When he loves, he loves with no regard and gives himself completely. You should cut him some slack and give him a chance.”

	“I remember seeing Hayden once. He was there at their funeral. He could have stayed, instead he . . .” Cameron takes a lungful of air, getting his emotions back under control. “I knew why I had to mask my hate for my father. I knew why I had to stop Kieran from seeking vengeance right away.”

	“Maybe that’s why you two have the most trouble getting along. You love too hard and were hurt.”

	Something flickers in his eyes before he quickly shutters it. “He let us have the vengeance we wanted. I respect that, while he preferred to play alone.”

	“You know what he went through.”

	“The more reason to come home sooner.”

	“You have that in common too. You don’t forget easily.”

	He chuckles. 

	“I think you can let go now. Your family is united and safe, and you are on top. You say you hate that house, but keep it because you never want to be the man he became.”

	“No one sees that easily inside me. My brother did well. Still, I have seen all three nearly losing themselves because of women. No one wants me to lose control.”

	“You still need to become president, and people dig a family man.”

	“That’s why I won’t escape a marriage of convenience.”

	“I am craving ice cream. You want some?” I ask, changing the subject.

	He looks at me. “You’re going to ruin my figure.”

	We eat ice cream while we watch a movie. And, yes, I admit, I like him the most out of all of them. Maybe he knows I understand that part of him because of Hayden, and perhaps he can let go with me. We all need a break from the masks we wear for our social personas.

	“I’m free tomorrow and would like to visit my family.”

	“I’ll have the jet prepared.”

	“I would like to go alone.”

	“You know why you can’t.”

	I nod, and when he leaves, I go to the bedroom.

	I unclasp my necklace and slide my wedding ring back on my finger. It’s where it belongs, and maybe it will bring him back home to me sooner. I go to bed lighter.

	The next morning, four guards accompany me. Cameron ensured they were his men so I could have some privacy. I need to do this alone, without Ron, who thankfully is too busy to realize it’s my day off from the hospital.

	After we land, they drive behind me, and I stop at the cemetery.

	“Hey, guys. I miss you.”

	Sitting on the bench, I caress my belly. “I want you to be the first to know. I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.”

	I cry, and through my hiccups, I say, “I will tell the baby all about you.”

	I put my fingers to my lips and then on the cold stone. Waving them goodbye, I feel more at ease. I visit Granny next, and her face alights when she sees me.

	“My girl.”

	“Hi, Granny.”

	I tell her I am pregnant, and she holds me to her. “You’re going to be a great mother.”

	I know for sure I will always do my best.

	She looks behind me, and I say, “Are you expecting someone?”

	“I thought Hayden would be with you.”

	“He needs some time for himself.”

	“You’re wearing your ring.”

	“I know where I stand. Now he has to decide if he wants to be by my side and do this life thing together from now on.”

	When I leave, I feel at peace. 

	I drive to my father’s place next. So many memories, good and bad, contained within its walls.

	Inside, I follow my brother’s voice to the pool. He takes one lap after the other, with Stephanie encouraging him. When she sees me, she rushes to me and hugs me.

	“You’re here.”

	“I’ll come to visit more often.”

	Leon gets out of the pool and runs straight into my arms, soaking my clothes.

	“Leon,” Stephanie scolds. 

	His eyes widen. “Sorry.”

	There’s fear in them too, and it constricts my chest. I bend to him. “I’m sorry I have been absent, but things will be different now. I promise.”

	“Okay.” He jumps back into the pool.

	When we’re alone, I say, “I’m pregnant.”

	“Oh my God, really?”

	I bob my head, and she squeals. “I’m so happy for you. Hayden didn’t say a thing.”

	I am afraid to ask, but I have my answer when I watch my father limping into view. I caress my belly, feeling a relief and love so big it’s hard to contain. 

	He pauses when he sees me, and he turns to leave. 

	“I’ll never forgive you, but I won’t use you as a reason to stay away from them.”

	“Alessandra—”

	I stride to him. “I am glad Mom is not here to see the despicable things you did. But this amazing woman here still finds it in her to love you, and that child deserves to look up to his father and see a role model. Don’t ruin that too.”

	He gives a strained nod, and his gaze slides down to my belly. “Congratulations.”

	“I wish I could say you will be a part of its life, but I can’t.”

	“Fair enough.”

	I start to move away when he takes my hand. “I’m sorry, Alessandra, for everything. I will fight for your forgiveness and acceptance for the rest of my life.”

	I force the tears back, emotions assaulting me. Hating my father came at a price, and I want to believe him. 

	I leave the mansion and head back to the jet. Cameron calls me, sounding nasally.   

	“Hayden’s not happy.”

	“Why do you sound weird?”

	“The asshole punched me.”

	“You fought?”

	“You said we should try to settle things. We’re working on it.”

	“I’m flying back.”

	“Good.”

	“Where is he?”

	“Fuming in the living room, threatening to kill me if something happens to you. As if.”

	I laugh despite myself. I cannot wait for these two to finally realize and accept their bond.

	“Tell him to meet me at home.”

	Upon landing, Ron waits for me with crossed arms. “Really, after everything?”

	“I needed to do this on my own, and these are Cam’s guys, so you know nothing would have happened to me.”

	He sulks, but he can’t counter my argument.

	I play with my ring, the other dangling between my breasts. “How is he?”

	“Well, he had this entire grand gesture in his mind, only to find you’re gone.”

	“Serves him right,” I say, but there is no anger. Instead, I am relieved. I have no idea how much longer I could have gone without knowing where he was. 

	When Ron parks the car, he opens the door, and I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you for looking out for him.”

	“I always will.”

	“You’re going to be a great uncle.”

	He smiles at me. “Stop stalling.”

	I chuckle, and once inside, my heart leaps in my chest. Hayden’s gaze softens when he sees me, perusing every inch of me.

	His gaze halts on my ring, and he swallows hard. The vulnerability shining in his eyes undoes me.

	 


Chapter 54
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	You can’t outrun your heart. As I look upon the only woman for me, the only woman I have loved, I vow I will stay by her side, loving her and being the man she deserves. 

	She approaches me, unclasps her necklace, and places my wedding ring in my palm. No words, still the implication couldn’t be any clearer. She knows where she stands. I know as well because I have been put on this earth to be with her. Without blinking, I slide it down my ring finger. I drag her to my chest, kissing the top of her head. “I am all yours, just yours, always have been, always will be. I am right where I belong.”

	She holds me with a desperation that undoes me. “I buried the past, cariño.”

	“You didn’t kill him.”

	“That doesn’t make me good.”

	“It does. You do not know how good you are.”

	I open my mouth to tell her I am sorry for everything else, but she lifts on her toes, silencing me with a kiss. “I know because I know your heart. I know you. The past is in the past. We healed and outgrew our pain.”

	I have no idea how I ended up right here, with this woman still wanting me, loving me. I will spend the rest of my days and nights proving to her that she’s everything to me—life, love, and beauty.

	I cup her cheeks and rain kisses down her face. “I love you, cariño. I swear to you to be the husband worthy of your love. I swear to give you the future we both deserve to have—together.”

	“I love you. And you are enough. Your love is enough. I just need you.”

	“And that’s why I’ll give you the damn world and more.”

	I get on one knee, plucking a velvet case from my suit jacket. I flick it open where a blue diamond sparks. It’s seven carats because I want everyone to know she’s married.

	“Will you stay married to me?” If she accepts me, she knows what that implies. The security is not for me to control her but because I need to protect the person I love the most.

	She smiles brightly. “I will. For all my life and beyond.”

	Scooping her up, I carry her to our bedroom. We tumble on the bed and undress in a hurry. I need to slow down; I don’t want our reunion to turn into a quick fuck. 

	I lean in to kiss her, and she giggles as if she senses where I am going. We kiss while I take my time nipping, nibbling, and tracing my tongue over every inch of her body. I want to offer her a pleasure she has never experienced before. After sucking on her nipples and kissing down her belly, I get between her thighs. 

	“I will make this pussy come so hard; you’ll be wet just thinking of me.” I bury my face between her wet folds, drinking her juices like the starved man I am. I suck, lap, and watch her coming on a long moan. After one last lick of her pussy, I crawl on top of her. 

	“I want to taste you too.”

	“You do, do you?”

	She licks her lips, and I trace the head of my cock against them. She groans as I tease her by not giving her what she wants.

	And when I finally do, her eyes sparkle, lost in sucking me off while I am lost in her. She sucks me so good I clench my jaw to keep from coming too fast.

	“I need to be inside you right fucking now.”

	Her lips arch in a satisfied grin. I force myself to pull out of her tempting mouth and slip inside her. She’s beyond beautiful, with perfect, soft skin, a glowing face, and pregnant with my baby. She wraps her arms around my neck as we rock gently. Eyes locked, skin touching, sharing the same breath of air, totally lost in the other. 

	“I want to fucking live in you.”

	“It feels so good.”

	“You’ll feel me every day just like this, stretching your tight pussy, filling you up with my cum.”

	“Hayden . . .” She bites down on my shoulder, scraping her nails on my back. One of her tells that show she’s almost there. Knowing what she needs, I roll my hips to hit even deeper, reaching that specific spot inside her.

	“Yeah, let yourself go, cariño. I’ll catch you.”

	She comes on a long moan. I spill inside her, taking her in my arms as I roll us to the side, caressing her belly. 

	“This, I could never regret, even if I could have done things differently.”

	She traces a finger over my hand. “Shh, it happened how it was supposed to happen. And Hayden?” She turns to me and places her hand on my heart, and I put mine on top of hers, our rings clinking together. “I love you completely, the way you are. I gave my heart to a boy, but it was the man who conquered my soul.”

	I yank her to me and devour her lips.

	“I love you, now and forever. Alessandra and Hayden for life.”

	“Alessandra and Hayden for life.” She repeats the same words to me breathlessly, and this is how we fall asleep.

	 

	***

	 

	After breakfast, I drive us to Cameron’s house. We step outside, and she inhales deeply.

	“I love this place.”

	I grab her hand. Strolling down a path, I point out a piece of land.

	“What’s there?”

	“Where we’ll build our home.”

	She eyes me, then the land, springing into my arms.

	“Yes, we will all be a big, happy family,” Kieran grumbles, appearing at our side with Aurora while she elbows him and he kisses her temple.

	My sister looks so happy, and Kieran says nothing more. 

	The women are in front of us, and they talk. This is what I missed: normalcy.

	“Why weren’t you as mad as Cameron when you found out I’m your brother?”

	“I never needed you. I like knowing you’re here.”

	I take the land in, his words tugging at my chest. 

	“His father was not like ours. That man was a despicable human being who wanted to groom him into being just like him. It would have been so easy for Cam to turn into that bastard, but that was his greatest challenge. He lived for years in the house of the man who killed his mother, who used his influence and power to entertain his sick sexual proclivities and saw his sister as an object to get back at his wife even after he killed her.”

	“He had you.”

	Kieran squeezes my shoulder. “I will always be his brother, his family. Whatever he needs, he will get that. When it comes to him, I don’t take that lightly. Cameron has a hell of a lot of demons inside. Good you’re here to help me keep them at bay.”

	“I’m here to stay.”

	“Good.”

	At least they had each other. Maybe they would have been fine without me, and it’s now, I admit to myself, that I needed them in my life more. Family will always be my biggest strength and my greatest weakness.

	“Count yourself lucky. My wife deserves men in her life who love her genuinely, and for some reason, she loves you. And Leonie seems to love you too.”

	“For some reason, you’re an asshole.”

	He chuckles. “Enjoy tonight. It stays between us, I assume.”

	“I just got Alessandra back. I will not allow an antiquated medical system to put an end to her dream just because she’s pregnant with my kid.”

	He nods. Men like us, we don’t give a fuck about boundaries. 

	When Aurora and Kieran leave, we sit on a bench, and she breathes in the pines and moss. I love the time we spend together.

	“I can’t believe this is my life now.”

	This should have been our life since the beginning. Now that I’ve buried the past and ended my quest for vengeance, I won’t let nagging thoughts interfere with the peacefulness of our being together.

	“I love you.” 

	Every muscle in my body relaxes. She loops her arm around my elbow and rests her head on my shoulder. 

	“How?”

	“Despite everything, in spite of everything. My love for you has been a constant ebb and flow, a flicker in an eternal fire. I’m happy I get to live this life with you, but I would have waited for another chance as well.” Emotions assault me and I tuck her into my side.

	“I love you, Alessandra.”

	Cam intercepts us in front of his place. “Good, you made up.”

	“Thank you for letting us stay here for the weekend.”

	“Have fun.”

	When he’s gone, I lift Alessandra and carry her into the guestroom, where we make sweet love. 

	With her, I don’t need anything else.

	I wait until she’s deep in sleep, that baby of mine knocks her out like nothing else. If I told her, she would be against it. This is why I have to do this, because my woman deserves the best, and she will get it. She shouldn’t be punished for loving me, for wanting this baby. She’s a fighter, and I am sure after what we have been through, she’s done making plans for plans’ sake.

	Downstairs, I find Cam in the office, and he cocks his head to the side. “Sneaking out?”

	“If she wakes up . . .”

	“Let’s hope she doesn’t.”

	“My wife loves it here.” How do I ask him a favor? I push through. “I would like to stay here until the mansion is ready.”

	He stands up, placing the glass down, and faces me. “You’re my fucking brother. Don’t insult me by expecting me to say no.”

	“Thank you.” There are many things I could have said to him, but maybe it’s not the time, or the place. Some relationships ignite, some grow. I guess ours falls into the latter category.

	I take him in a hug, and he stiffens. “Me not being there had nothing to do with not wanting, but it took me years to get past feeling like I am a curse, like the people I love are destined to die.”

	“What changed?”

	“Life is not meant to be spent alone but to be shared.”

	Before I leave, I say, “This is your home, and I will stay only if you do too.”

	“What about my bachelor lifestyle?” That’s another mask. Cameron’s demons run deep.

	He pouts, and I flip him off. 

	“It’s not my fault you all fell around me like damn dominos.”

	“I can’t wait for your fall. Something tells me yours will be the most epic.”

	“Fuck you.” He literally shudders. “Don’t wish that on me, but then again, I am a man of control, so it doesn’t matter.”

	Oh, control. How I prided myself on it only for Alessandra to cut it to shreds. He will see, no one ever escapes love.

	I hop in the van. My men tip their heads, and Ron says, “Everything’s clear.”

	My team treats this as if it were an actual field trip, and I force myself not to laugh. The hospital director’s townhouse is surrounded, the cameras are cut off. But it has to be done this way. Another donation would raise too many red flags. Alessandra works extra hard just to get past what her name and my money could do for her. She deserves to be treated like the professional she is, and I would do anything for her to achieve her goal. She met me when she was eighteen, but she had another dream long before me. I swore to myself that she would get whatever she wants, and now I am keeping it.

	I slip inside the house and find the director of the hospital, Dr. Blake, sleeping in his bed. 

	“Wake up.”

	He shrieks and pats his chest, babbling nonsense and pleading for his life. Lucky for him, I don’t want him dead.

	“Shut up.”

	His eyes widen in fear, and I take a seat on the bed next to him. “I’m not here to hurt you, and I hope for your sake, this will also be the last time I visit you.”

	“What do you want?” His voice shakes.

	“Let me finish. I know everything about you, even the not so pleasant things that could cost you your career.”

	He flinches. The asshole knows what I am talking about. “I am a man you don’t want to mess with.”

	I offer him a USB stick. “This is my present to you for your cooperation, and as long as you fulfill your part, we won’t have a problem.”

	He looks at it as if it were a bomb ready to go off. “I’m Hayden Carrera.” Apparently, my last name rings a bell in the way he mulls it over. “Alessandra is my wife.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“But you know who she is?”

	“Everyone knows who she is. She’s the best, even with that slip. I thought she was a widow.”

	“I’m alive and well. She’s pregnant.”

	He looks at me and shakes his head. “This will ruin her career. Quite sad, she has the potential to achieve greatness.” 

	I crack my neck, fury bubbling to the surface, and he cowers. At least he’s smart enough to shut the fuck up.

	“Our baby will definitely not kill her career. We live in the twenty-first century, and you’re pissing me off with that bullshit. She has me. She has an entire tribe of people there for her. So, I came to visit because you can update the policies and program to ensure future mothers will not fear losing their job because they’re having a baby.”

	“But . . .”

	“You’re a smart man.” I drop my gaze to the USB stick. “You will find a way.”

	Before I leave, I say, “I would appreciate it if this stayed between us, but in case you don’t want to believe me, check your system. I was never here, but if you cross me, I will come again and won’t be as friendly.”

	He nods through a gulp, and I retreat, with Ron chuckling. “He will piss himself whenever he sees you.”

	“I hope he doesn’t because I don’t want to explain to Alessandra what I did.”

	“You did what you had to do.”

	Back at the house, I tiptoe toward the bed and undress. I climb in next to my wife, wrap her in my arms, and every fiber in me knows I’m home, I am where I belong.

	 

	***

	 

	Alessandra has two days off, and when I asked her where she wanted to go, she said—her lovely prison because she misses her captor. And fuck, I got so hard at picturing all the things I wanted to do to her, and I will. I also have a traitor to deal with, so that is the perfect weekend in my book.

	I carry her over the threshold as she giggles, and Magdalena welcomes us in. I cut her off before she can say anything. We’ll eat after I eat my wife.

	I move to the bedroom when she says, “Take me to the dungeon. I want you like that . . . no more holding back. I want you to fuck me like I have no way but to accept how you take me.”

	“If you keep talking like that, I’m going to fucking lose it.”

	She giggles. “Good.”

	Inside the room, I place her down, kissing her as I kick the door shut.

	She takes it all in with lust shining in her eyes and turns to me for instructions. 

	I tug at the top button of my shirt, heat blazing through me. 

	“Undress.” When she remains in her sexy, see-through black lingerie, I add, voice hoarse with anticipation, “That’s good.” 

	I take a seat on the couch, legs spread, arms stretched over the back of it.

	“On your knees.”

	She does that, eyes dilated, her mouth parting. 

	The room brims with our carnal desire.

	“Crawl to me.”

	When she’s in front of me, she places her palms on my thighs.

	“Turn around and show me the pussy and ass I am going to fuck.”

	A shudder rolls down her spine as she takes the position. My sexy, perfect woman.

	I lean over, slipping her thong down her legs. I bring it to my nose, inhaling her arousal and the wet spot she made. I get on my knees, my hands splayed on her ass cheeks and spreading them apart. “I want your fingers holding your pussy open for me.”

	She snakes her hands between her legs. Seeing my rings on her fingers that open her sweet, perfect pussy make me fucking ecstatic and so hard, my vision blackens. Too hungry for her, I give in to the madness taking over. And then I feast like the starved man I am. Her moans bounce off the walls. 

	“Don’t come . . .”

	“Hayden, please.”

	I slap her ass cheek and play with her pussy until she’s writhing and needy.

	I gather her in my arms and kiss her temple. “You’re doing so fucking good.””

	She has a rosy complexion, eyes hazed with desire. I place her down and press a button and a swing lowers. I secure her in. 

	Tearing at my button-down shirt, I discard it on the floor, need coursing through my heated veins. I move to the cabinet and show her my collection, stopping at the flogger she used to make a point.

	“I trust you.”

	“Good, because I’d rather kill myself than hurt you . . . outside of sex.”

	She giggles and I move between her legs, and suck on her nipples while I slip a vibrator inside her, placing it on a low speed. Kissing down her belly, I nibble on her clit. She grips the ropes of the swing, her head thrown back.

	“Please, Hayden . . .”

	“Shh, be my good girl . . . I fucking love how needy you are for me.”

	I see the pleasure overtaking her, while I shed my slacks, cupping my cock that’s rock hard. I move to her face, and she sucks on my cock, letting out these sounds of sheer delight, while I caress her cheek, so fucking hungry for my cock. This woman undoes me. Pulling and twisting at her nipples, I stop whenever she is close. 

	She lets out half a moan with half a growl. I slap her pussy. “Who’s in control?”

	“You.”

	“Exactly, so take what I give you like a good girl.”

	“I want to be your good girl . . . make me.”

	Fuck me.

	I bend to pick up the whip. It lands on her skin, leaving a faint trace. She gasps, her head thrown back. Again and again, varying from more to less intense. She shifts, squirms, but she’s firmly strapped. I pull out the vibrator, drenched in her juices.

	“Look at this perfect pussy, so ready for me.” I need inside her and with one thrust, I bury myself to the hilt in her pussy.

	She screams so hard it fills my ears with the biggest satisfaction. She trembles as I continue fucking her, swinging her back and forth. Every time my cock fills her, we both moan.

	“You’re so deep,” she pants.

	“But you can take me. Now, be a good girl and come so I can reward you with my cum.”

	That’s all it takes, and she does, breaking apart so beautifully on my cock.

	“Stunning. You’re fucking stunning, cariño.” I erupt and pull out, my cum flowing straight to her asshole. I dip my thumb inside, my eagerness at what I’ll do next, pumping the blood in my veins. 

	“I’m taking that ass next.”

	Hurrying to the closet, I take out a bottle of lube and a plug, returning to setting myself between her thighs. I squirt the lube all over her hole and plug, big enough to prepare her, yet nothing compared to my cock. I slip an inch inside her tight hole.

	“Hayden . . . oh God . . .”

	“Relax and push back,” I say as I slip it farther inside her.

	“You look so fucking breathtaking . . . letting me stretch your ass so it can take my cock.”

	When it’s inside her, she shudders, and I palm my cock, pumping my length up and down. I am hard again just at the visual in front of me.

	A sheen of sweat covers her body as I move from fucking her mouth to fucking her pussy. I squeeze my eyes shut at the fucking pleasure blinding me. I keep her on edge so that she is a wet and babbling mess by the time she comes for the third time.

	She clenches around me, as if she never wants me to pull out.

	I am getting closer. Gently, I remove the plug, and not waiting for her asshole to close, I inch the head of my cock inside. She clenches around me.

	I pat her belly, kissing each nipple.

	“Let me in, cariño. I need this.”

	And she does, opens for me so beautifully, so trusting.

	“Just like that, breathe. Almost there . . . Fuck, you take me so well.”

	“I’m so full. So deep, so good . . .”

	I lose my damn mind with how good it feels, and I start thrusting in and out of her tight asshole. Our moans and groans mix. She constricts around me, coming apart while I pump three more times and come, holding on to the ropes of the swing to keep my balance. We both breathe heavily. I lower to kiss her. It’s a long, sensual kiss, telling of our insatiable need and hunger for the other. I take her out of the swing and quickly dress her and then me. 

	She wraps her arms around my neck, and I carry her to the bedroom, placing her on the bed. She yawns and I lower to kiss her mouth.

	“Sleep for a while, cariño.”

	“I don’t know if it was the sex or the baby. Both wear me out pretty much, but I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

	I chuckle. “I fucking adore you, you know that, right?”

	She nods, a satisfied and happy look covering her face that makes me feel like the luckiest man alive.

	I go into my office, drinking a glass of scotch and eyeing the man who sold me out through the window, patrolling around with no care. I will find out soon why. I pride myself on being a good employer. Ron steps inside.

	“Rafe is pissed that it was one of his guys.”

	“He should be.” Fuck, this has me questioning if there are more in the cartel who seek vengeance.

	With my gun tucked, I go outside. 

	“Boss,” they all greet. Even him. 

	I call them all to me, and all twenty gather. When I turn around, I see a Jeep coming through the gates. Cameron waves at me, the cocky asshole, while Kieran parks the car. They step out. 

	“I’m offended. We kill together, brother.” Kieran grins wildly at me.

	I shake my head. I wanted in. I guess I’m in. Assholes.

	I gather them all in the compound. Inside, my men look at me, searching. “Someone betrayed me, betrayed us.”

	The traitor stiffens yet has the arrogance to say, “Tell me, and I’ll kill him for you, boss.”

	I plaster a fake smile on my face and approach him, plunging a knife in his side.

	He spits blood, and all the men look at him with pure venom. His arm flies to me, but I punch him first, and he lands on his side, groaning. He’s going to suffer. Two of my men pull him up and cuff him to a metallic hook. His feet dangle over the floor.

	“Why?”

	He eyes me with pure disdain and spits. “You killed my father.”

	I gesture for him to continue as I have no fucking clue who he means. 

	“Raul was my father.”

	No surprise whatsoever that he fathered a bastard child.

	“Personal, I see.”

	I plunge my knife into his other side. “The price for betraying me is death. And your father was a piece of shit, who I only regret not making suffer more. You’ll meet him soon enough.”

	After each man gets their turn with him, his face is unrecognizable, swollen and bloodied. Blood oozes from the cuts slashing his brows, nose, and corners of his mouth. His breathing is labored, body battered. 

	I proved my point; there is no need to drag this out. My woman is waiting for me in bed. I draw my gun, my brothers doing the same, and we shoot him, me between his eyes and my brothers in the chest. 

	Afterward, I accompany them back to the car. 

	“Enjoy the weekend,” Cameron says with a grin filled with innuendo.

	“I will because there’s nothing better than being with the woman you love.”

	Kieran nods yearningly and Cameron growls. “Whipped assholes.”

	Ron intercepts me on my way to go to Alessandra.

	“What if Rafe is pissed? No matter what, he was his half-brother.”

	“It doesn’t matter. It’s done.”

	 


Chapter 55
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	It’s been two months, and I can’t believe this is my life now, being able to do what I love, while getting back home to the man I love.

	I don’t hide my pregnancy any longer. When the director announced the maternity leave changes, three other colleagues and I started crying out of sheer relief. I wasn’t the only one in this predicament. And after months, it appears my mentor, despite me being pregnant, has warmed up to the idea, and what he said today completely blew me away.

	“You have even more drive, and that will make you even more dedicated to the work.”

	“Thank you.” We shouldn’t seek external validation, yet it’s always good to hear.

	My husband saunters down the hallway to me. “Am I late?”

	Our mouths meet in a kiss that leaves me breathless. Going to our appointment, we step inside a consultation room for my ultrasound. 

	In the chair, his leg bounces up and down, while he traces his thumb over my palm. The obstetrician is so used to him being nervous and excited. She smiles fondly at him.

	“So, do you want to know what you’re having?”

	We nod, and hearing the heartbeat is never short of indescribable.

	“Congratulations, it’s a girl.”

	“We’re going to have a girl?” he asks with tears in his eyes, tugging at my heartstrings. 

	Hayden caresses my belly, completely ignoring the ultrasound gel. He does that every time.

	“Hello, baby girl.” With glassy eyes, he finds mine. “Thank you for the greatest gift.”

	It never ceases to amaze me how his love penetrates every fiber of my being.

	“I think we were both involved in creating her.”

	He smirks, proud of himself.

	Hayden wraps his arms around me and I sigh dreamingly when he says through passionate kisses, “I love you. I love you with all of me, cariño, a sinner’s greatest gift and my redemption.”
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	Thank you so much for reading Sinner’s Redemption.

	 

	Want to read Sinner’s Obsession, Aurora and Kieran’s story, and the first book in the Syndicate of Sinners series:

	Click here. 

	Sinner’s Perdition, Chiara and Cato’s story, the second book in the Syndicate of Sinners series is available here.

	 

	Do you want to get a free novella? 

	Download it here.

	 

	Sign up for my newsletter to be the first to know about the upcoming new releases.

	Click here



	




	A Note from the Author
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	Dear Reader,

	 

	I hope you loved reading Alessandra and Hayden’s story as much as I loved writing Sinner’s Redemption. This story owns my heart. Their intense and explosive love holds me in a chokehold. I would type either with a smile on my face or with tears running down my face. What they’ve been through was gut-wrenching, yet love prevails. 

	 

	Alessandra and Hayden, two people trapped in the past, hurting with every fiber of their being. And their love pulled them out of merely existing and pushed them to live. The beauty of their love, their struggle not being able to live without the other, but finding their way back was inspiring. Love is all that: enduring, challenging, yet worth it.

	 

	It’s a story of redemption but as well as one of healing. And I am still swooning.

	 

	This is the end of Alessandra and Hayden’s story, but they will have plenty of cameos in the next books. 

	 

	Syndicate of Sinners will be a four-book dark romance series. What started as a passion project turned into so much more. And I’ll be trapped in their dark, edgy world for the foreseeable future. 

	 

	Thank you for reading Sinner’s Redemption.  

	 

	Book one in the series is Sinner’s Obsession, Aurora and Kieran’s story.

	 

	Book two in the series is Sinner’s Perdition, Chiara and Cato’s story.

	 

	 

	P.S. Sinner’s Salvation will come next, and all I can say is Violet and Cameron are a delight.

	 

	 

	Live a life of love, starting with yourself.

	 

	Yours sincerely,

	Bianca Borell 

	 

	P.S. If you’ve liked this book, please tell a friend, and maybe even share your thoughts about Sinner’s Redemption online. I’d love it if you’d write a quick review on the vendor page from where you purchased it, or click on those stars.  https://amzn.to/3E16zMp

	 

	 

	Reviews help tremendously and whenever I read how you loved it, my author heart bursts with happiness. :) 

	 

	 


Other books by Bianca Borell

	 

	The Forever Us series: 

	Shattered Love - A billionaire, second chance romance 

	Healing Love

	Endless Love 

	Tarnished Love - A billionaire, enemies to lovers romance 

	Secret Love - A billionaire, beauty and the beast romance

	Fragile Love - A billionaire, friends to lovers romance 

	 

	The Be Mine duet: a billionaire, office romance

	Mine to Ruin

	Mine to Worship

	 

	The Endgame: a brother’s best friend, sports romance

	 

	Syndicate of Sinners series:

	Sinner’s Obsession - A brother’s best friend, dark romance

	Sinner’s Perdition - An enemies to lovers, dark romance

	 


Connect with Me Online
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	You can find me on any page listed below.

	 

	READERS GROUP

	Click here

	 

	FACEBOOK

	Click here

	 

	INSTAGRAM

	Click here

	 

	GOODREADS

	Add my books to your TBR list on my Goodreads profile.

	Click here

	 

	BOOKBUB

	Click here

	 

	TikTok

	Click here

	

	Pinterest

	Click here

	 

	Twitter

	Click here
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	About the Author
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	Bianca Borell is a contemporary romance author, voracious reader, nature lover, and unapologetic daydreamer. She spends her nights deciding between getting up to write or trying to silence the voices of her characters. The battle is never-ending. She has a weakness for tormented characters, second chances, and happy endings. [image: A person with long hair  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

	 

	She currently lives in Germany with her amazing husband and indulges in way more pastries than she should. 

	 

	For updates, news, and releases, be sure to visit Bianca’s official website at www.biancaborell.com 
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